


Visual Narratives
How to tell a story with data
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What are visual stories?

• Key ingredients:

• Characters: The audience

• Setting: “Where” / “When”

• Plot: Problems / Solutions

• Organization: The order in which you present data (may depend on format)

• A mix of data and contextual information that, when put together in 
the right way, can communicate insights and ideas.

• It explains what’s going on—and why.



Turning data into 
a chart, then into 
a  story!

Source: https://www.globalcarbonproject.org/carbonbudget/

Back in 2020, some climate 
scientists suggested that  COVID 
lockdowns would make global 
emissions decline as much as 7%. 

I wanted to see what that looked 
like in the context of historical 
emissions. I got some data and 
made a chart. 

But this alone did not tell a story.



Make an 
outline or 
storyboard to 
make sure 
you hit all the 
right goals!

● What do I want the characters (audience) to learn from 
this visual journey?

● What are the best data points to show this 
information?

● How can I provide context so they understand what 
they see?

● How can I organize the information so they:
○ Stay interested from beginning to end
○ Make clear connections between the data points
○ Leave the story with a sense of purpose



From chart to data story:



STORYTELLING TIPS
● Highlight the data points that matter (the drops in emissions)

● Add visual icons

● Offer explanations (text callouts)

● Layer the data (temperature changes)

● Provide context (pie chart of fossil fuel sources)

● Finish with a strong ending, usually a call to action (the 
emissions drop we must achieve).



Multiple visuals



A collection of visuals can make a story

https://time.com/5884236/coronavirus-pandemic-cancer-care/
TIME story by Emily Barone and Jamie Ducharme, August 28, 2020

1. Cancer screenings drop dramatically 2. As a result, there are fewer active cancer patients

https://time.com/5884236/coronavirus-pandemic-cancer-care/


A collection of visuals can make a story

https://time.com/5884236/coronavirus-pandemic-cancer-care/
TIME story by Emily Barone and Jamie Ducharme, August 28, 2020

3. Also, people with cancer delayed treatment 4. A delay in care means higher rates of death

https://time.com/5884236/coronavirus-pandemic-cancer-care/


Single visual



Be very deliberate and specific 
with the story you want to tell. 

You do not have to introduce 
every data point. 

Do not go on tangents or side 
notes that pull the viewer away 
from the storyline.



Ready to make your own data story?
• Don’t jump in right away. Take time to absorb all the data and then edit 

down the pieces that make the best narrative.

• Use a storyboard and pose questions to make the story flow with a 
beginning, a middle, and an end.

• Use color, icons, and little text callout to help the viewer follow (and 
understand) the logical path you’ve made for them.

• Give context and background information so that the data makes sense, 
but don’t go on tangents.

• Don’t forget your “characters!”



THANK YOU!
Questions?
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