
 

  

In this first article in the communication series we focus on the gotchas in presenting data. Some of these 
are good practices that we have developed at Duke Tech Solutions and some of them we have learned to 

practice from exceptional material ([1], [2]). This is certainly not an exhaustive list of recommendations 
but the most important ones that we follow in our client engagements. 
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Why is communicating with data is so difficult? 

Presenting data can be a simple exercise. The question is, is it making the necessary 
impact on your stakeholder? If not presented properly, it can lead “at a minimum” to a 
wrong conclusion, but mostly will tune off the receiving party.  

Let’s take a simple graph as shown below. Do pay attention to the comments. 

 

Not paying attention to “so what” aspects of the graph can lead to an opposite effect 
of selling your idea. People get stuck with the layout or trivialities of the graph than 
the message of the data. Typical mistakes people make include, choosing cluttered graphs, not focusing on so-what, using as a 
data dump rather than telling a story. 

The following sections address fixing some these problems. We highly recommend reading [1], [2] as a reference. 

Basic steps in communicating data 

Simplification gives focus 

 

A clean graph begins with proper selection of font, labeling and non-distracting presentation of the content. The figure above 
shows some of these characteristics. Note not to highlight a point by using colors or messy fonts. Let your data speak for itself. Still, 
if you want your stakeholder attention, make a call out in the graph or create a trendline etc.  
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Also label the Y-axis with logical increments

Font recommendations
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Why are you using both?

WHY ARE YOU SCREAMING

 

What is the problem? 

Anyone can draw a graph or build a 
table. But communicating through 
these simple tools is a struggle. 
Choosing a wrong graph to dump boat 
loads of information will result in 
totally missing the intended outcome. 
What are some of the basic constructs 
one needs to consider for 
communicating data? 

Key Takeaways 

Get to the basics of data 
communication. Follow these rules: 

 Simplify, simplify, simplify 
 Organize to make a point 
 Choose the right graph  
 Choose graph over table, but… 
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As an example, see how we can potentially change the graph 
presented in the introduction as shown aside. In addition to 
being very compact and concise, we were also able to present 
the trending that provides additional insights. 
 
Another important recommendation is to make sure your 
stakeholders do not have problems in recognizing colors. You 
can refer to [3] for different color palettes for the color-blind 
people. 

Do not forget to tell a story 

Do not get fascinated by fancy graphs but focus on getting the 
message right. Keep eyes on the ball – let data talk! 

Make different inferences through trend demonstrations (as 
shown in the graph above), selected data labeling, organizing 
data (as shown in the graph aside), through crisp call outs, and by 
different 
colors.  

Reduce the 
distraction of 
the colors. It is 
not the 
amount of 
information 
but the 
message that 
is important, 
as shown in the 
pie charts.  

 

Selecting relevant graph solves 50% of the data presentation 

Selecting the right graph takes care of most of the data presentation issues. 
Here are some non-trivial 
recommendations based 
on our work. Water falls 
graphs is the most 
relevant financial 
presentation graph. As 
shown in the figure aside, 
a concise and telling 
categories in a waterfall 
along with a clear starting 
point, intermediate 
summaries and proper 

color coding provides an intuitive story to the leaders.  
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Do not hesitate to mix different types of graphs with the assistance of primary and secondary axis, as shown aside. Limit the data 
labels and provide relevant takeaways.  

A more complicated but very effective way of communicating is showing cause and effect (or drivers and impacts) as shown below. 
Note that here extra caution is taken to align the timeframes to provide clear visual interpretations. Additional information is 
provided through callouts. 

 

Cannot escape from tables? Here are some basics…  

Our preference is to present data always in a 
graph. Communicating tables is very complex. 
People cannot read tables. That said, if you 
absolutely cannot avoid it – here are some basics 
you need to remember. 

Refer to the common table presentation mistakes 
people do on the side. Yes, you did the tough part 
of the analysis. That does not give you the right 
to present a bland table to the stakeholder. You 
must answer the “so what”. Provide visual cues, 
conditional format it, give them insights, 
calculate metrics for comparison etc. Do not just 
leave a data dump! 

I hate to part with this final example on table, but 
this is the common issue people face. If you 
absolutely must present as a table, take extra steps to make the stakeholder focus on the relevant data. Refer to the transformation 
of a bland data table, presented in the next page, into a digestible content. During organizing the data, you may have to do 
additional grouping, find out clear takeaways and defocus on some of the details (but keeping them in the table). If you have not 
understood by now, I do not want you to present tables! If you must then keep in mind that, it is a consultant’s blunder to drop a 
table without letting the stakeholder gain the insights visually.  



 pg. 5    © Duke Tech Solutions Inc. Proprietary 

 

Finally, remember to let the data message the “so-what”. 

 

Parting remarks 

This blog or a semi-white paper does not do justice to such an important topic. Note that I cannot cover all the important 
recommendations in such a short communication. Here are a few parting advices - 

- Story telling is essential – not presenting just the data 
- Picking the right graph is essential in communicating data – but do not get carried away by fancy graphs 
- DO NOT USE TABLES, unless you must 

 Enjoy communicating data. 
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