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About me

Innovation Fellow

▪ Making research applicable

▪ Developing tools and sharing 

knowledge

▪ Running workshops 

Consultant

▪ Research and evaluation

▪ Strategic development

▪ Data literacy and data strategies



Recipe for: building compelling data stories that can be used in 

different contexts

1 – Understand your audience(s)

2 – Articulate the ‘shift’ in attitude or action that you want to see

3 – Consider what data you can use to support your story

4 – Mix it all together, put it in the oven and watch it rise!



What’s a data story?

▪ Communication in which data (qualitative, quantitative, or both) are used to 

either support your narrative, or are put at the centre of the narrative



Why a data story?

Why a story?

▪ We’re used to hearing stories, and retelling them

▪ Communicate complex ideas in a simple way 

▪ Engage with people emotionally and not just rationally, moving us away from 

processes and towards people

Why data?

▪ Move from opinion to facts and evidence

▪ Show you understand the context in which you are operating and the change 

you are trying to create

▪ Demonstrate your expertise and gain legitimacy

▪ Engage people visually



The data pyramid

Reality
Messy, lacks structure

Information
Data that has been structured

Data
Observations of reality

Wisdom
Knowing when and how to apply 

knowledge

Knowledge
Information that tells a story. We 

can act on it.



Reality

Information

Data

Wisdom

Knowledge

Data: A representation of the world







Reality

Information: Data that has 

been structured, but we don’t 

know what to do with it

Data

Wisdom

Knowledge

Information



Reality

Knowledge: Data organised in 

a way that helps us to tell a 

story

Data

Wisdom

Knowledge

Information



1: Understand your audience(s)

What are their 

values?

Motivation for 

engaging with 

you?

Barriers to 

engaging with 

you?

Capacity to 

effect change?

Communication 

form that will 

engage them?

Stakeholder group, 

organisation or 

individual



2: Articulate the ‘shift’ in attitude or action that 

you want to see as a result of your story

From

not knowing we exist 

To

knowing who we are, 

what we do, and why 

we do this work

From

wondering why your services should 

be funded

To

agreeing that you provide a 

specialist service that has an impact 

and should be funded

From

not understanding the outcomes of 

a previous programme

To

understanding the outcomes, and 

what should be repeated / changed



Find further resources at www.jamesjbowles.com

Mapping stakeholders and the ‘shifts’ we want to bring 

about
Stakeholder group 

or org/individual 

name

Their values in three 

words or phrases

Motivation for 

engaging with you

Barriers to engaging 

with you

Capacity to effect 

change (1-5 scale)

Communication 

form that will 

engage them

The shift that you 

want your 

communication to 

create:

‘From…’ ‘To…’

Completed by: Date:



3: Consider what data you can use to support 

your story

Internal data

▪ Operational

▪ Financial

▪ Service User

▪ Engagement

▪ Outcomes

External - context

External – expert 

evidence

https://www.thinknpc.org/resource-hub/local-needs-databank/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/our-work/advice-trends/
https://fingertips.phe.org.uk/
https://lginform.local.gov.uk/dataAndReports/explorer
https://www.ons.gov.uk/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/
https://www.threesixtygiving.org/data/our-tools/
https://communitywellbeing.coop.co.uk/
https://ocsi.uk/local-insight/
https://scholar.google.co.uk/?inst=6297097477975492460
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/?s=
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What do 

we collect?

What 

format is it 

in?

Where do 

we store 

it?

How do we 

use it?

Who do we 

share it 

with?

How long 

do we plan 

to keep it 

for?

Who is 

responsible 

for 

managing 

it?

Data audit template

For keeping a record of your internal 

data…



Breakout rooms

When thinking about telling data stories, consider:

1: Who are your audiences?

2: What shift are you trying to create in their attitudes or 

action?

3: What data can you use to help this shift take place?



Beginning Middle End

Plot

Twist or 

Conflict

Ending

Source: Storytelling with data

4: Mix it all together, put it in the oven and 

watch it rise!

“If  a story doesn’t have conflict, a 
twist, or point of tension, it’s just a 

report.”

The Story Behind The Story

https://www.storytellingwithdata.com/blog/2020/5/21/the-structures-of-story
https://www.transparency-initiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/tai_storybehindstory_r12_final_compressed.pdf


Telling a story with data – the narrative arc Completed by: Date:

Context

Rising 

Action

Climax

Falling 

Action

Ending

Stick the 

shift(s) over 

me or write 

them here:

The Big Idea, or the story in a sentence:
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Set the scene, make sure the 

audience understands the 

background

What tension, issue, or conflict 

exists? How can you first 

describe it?

What’s the maximum point of 

tension, the biggest issue or thing 

the audience should care the most 

about?

Bring the audience down by 

suggesting a solution, or an 

outcome

This is the resolution, or the call 

to action. 

From not appreciating the 

scale of childhood obesity

To understanding the scale 

and feeling compelled to 

support our activities 

In fact, 

childhood 

obesity is 

getting worse

We know 

programmes 

like ours work Support our 

programme!

Childhood 

obesity rates in 

the UK are high
Similar programmes, 

and early 

suggestions form 

our own work, 

shows that our 

programmes work to 

reduce childhood 

obesity

By funding our 

programme, we can 

reduce childhood 

obesity rates. 

Our programmes 

leave a lasting 

impact on the 

children that take 

part:

When compared 

with other 

countries of a 

similar size, we 

can see that 

childhood obesity 

rates in the UK are 

high

Overall, childhood 

obesity is 

worsening, and 

particularly in 

deprived areas

We must act 

now!

To prevent 

substantial 

increases in heart 

disease, diabetes, 

cancer caused by 

obesity

In the UK, we have increasing rates of childhood obesity. We know that programmes like ours are 

part of the solution.
Find further resources at www.jamesjbowles.com

http://www.jamesjbowles.com/


When thinking about data use, consider…

▪ How you will use the data you collect, and how it links to your strategic aims

▪ Who you can use it to communicate with, and for what purpose

▪ How the data is collected, what it is really telling you, and what limitations it 

may have

▪ If your data is structured, and if so, does it make sense to other people

▪ Who could be affected by you using data in this way





Recipe for: building compelling data stories that can be used in 

different contexts

1 – Understand your audience(s)

2 – Articulate the ‘shift’ in attitude or action that you want to see

3 – Consider what data you can use to support your story

4 – Write takeaway titles which lead to a rise and fall…
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