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Telling Your Story with Data:  
Principles and Tools for Data Presentations 

 
IHS Division of Diabetes Treatment and Prevention 

Making Data Count – 2007 Data Conference (12/19/2007) 
 

Karen Sheff 
 
 
Purpose of Data Presentations 

 
To effectively communicate quantitative information (numbers). 
 
 
Steps in Creating a Data Presentation 
 

1. Gather Data: Data can come from many different sources, including 
 
a. Patient charts (example: IHS Diabetes Care and Outcomes Audit) 

 
b. Questionnaires (example: Special Diabetes Program for Indians grantee 

questionnaires) 
 

c. Existing databases (RPMS) 
 

2. Analyze Data: Use statistical methods to find the message in the data that you want to 
share.  Some examples are: 

 
a. Prevalence of diabetes is increasing in American Indians and Alaska Natives. 

 
b. Mean HbA1c values in the Albuquerque Area have decreased over the last 5 

years. 
 

c. Since the beginning of the SDPI, more diabetes programs offer wellness 
activities. 

 
3. Communicate the Message in the Data:  Create the data presentation. 

 
 
Selecting a Data Presentation Method 
 

1. Words:  Sometimes a message can be best communicated using a brief sentence or a 
bullet point.  This method is best for expressing a single number or two. 

 
Example: There was a 68% increase in diagnosed diabetes in American Indian and 
Alaska Native Youth from 1994-2004. 



 
2. Tables:  A table is an arrangement of information or data into columns and rows.  The 

data are displayed as text and numbers.  Tables are best for: 
 

a. Looking up individual values. 
b. Comparing a few values. 
c. Showing exact values. 
d. Presenting data with different units of measure. 

 
Example: 
 

 
 

3. Graphs: A graph is a visual display of quantitative information that can take many 
different forms.  Commonly used types of graphs include line graphs, bar graphs, and 
scatter plots.  Graphs are best for: 

 
a. Displaying relationships among multiple quantitative values by giving them 

shape. 
 

b. Showing many data points with lots of variability. 
 

Example: 
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4. Maps:  A map is a visual representation of geographic features or geographic variations 
in data.  Maps are best for showing geographic variation. 

 
Example: 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Principles of Good Data Presentation 
 
“Above all else show the data.” – Edward Tufte 
 

1. Start with good, interesting data.  Good data comes from careful data collection. 
 

2. Carefully design the data presentation.  An effective data presentation has the 
following characteristics: 

 
a. Emphasize the data, not the design. 
 

i. Use colors that are distinct but not distracting. 
ii. Minimize unnecessary graphical elements or information, such as 

pictures or uninformative decimal places. 
iii. De-emphasize non-data elements (legends, axes, reference lines) by 

using light colors or shades and thin lines. 
iv. No 3-D! 

 
b. Well organized. 
 

i. Include a brief but informative title. 
ii. Use shading, headers, lines, white space, or other visual breaks to 

differentiate groups of information. 
iii. Present information in an order that makes sense. 
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c. Simple and concise but complete. 

 
i. Use brief but clear labels for axes, legends, columns, rows, etc. 
ii. Add words or labels to graphs for explanation as necessary. 
iii. Don’t use abbreviations in legends, labels, titles, etc. 

 
d. Truthful. 

 
i. Use the same axis values for multiple graphs showing the same type of 

information. 
ii. Give sufficient context for the data. 

 
e. Facilitate comparisons. 

 
i. Show data for multiple groups or time periods on a single graph. 
ii. Put things to be compared close together. 
iii. Highlight important values or comparisons using color, size, or line 

thickness. 
 
 
Tools for Creating Data Presentations 

 
1. Selecting a Tool: Consider the following questions. 

 
a. What do you have? 
b. What do you know? 
c. What can you buy? 
d. Who will use it? 

 
2. Some Available Tools 

 
a. Excel (office.microsoft.com) 
b. Harvard Chart (www.harvardgraphics.com/products/hgchartxl.asp) 
c. SAS (www.sas.com) 
d. JMP (www.jmp.com) 

 
 
Resources 
 

a. www.edwardtufte.com 
 

b. Books by Edward Tufte 
 

c. Show Me the Numbers by Stephen Few 
 

http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/default.aspx
http://www.harvardgraphics.com/products/hgchartxl.asp
http://www.sas.com/index.html
http://www.jmp.com/
http://www.edwardtufte.com/

