
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

International Marketing and Output Database Conference (IMAODBC) 
 Vilnius, 6-10 September 2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Storytelling revisited 

 

 

 
Armin Grossenbacher 
Federal Statistical Office 
CH-2010 Neuchâtel 
armin.grossenbacher@bfs.admin.ch 

 
www.statistik.ch 
http://blogstats.wordpress.com  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
2 

 

Contents 
 

Storytelling revisited 

Introduction...................................................................................................................................... 3 

Storytelling everywhere ................................................................................................................... 3 

Storytelling principles....................................................................................................................... 3 

Storytelling at the dawn of statistics ................................................................................................ 4 

Storytelling: Story Ethics.................................................................................................................. 5 

Storytelling: a journey through time................................................................................................. 6 

Image vs. Construct......................................................................................................................... 9 

Storytelling and statistical literacy ................................................................................................. 10 

Storytelling goes Internet............................................................................................................... 10 

Rethinking storytelling ................................................................................................................... 11 

Storytelling addressees ................................................................................................................. 13 

Storytelling: motivation and internal consequences ...................................................................... 13 

Storytelling: Recent Developments ............................................................................................... 14 

No storytelling monopoly for official statistics................................................................................ 16 

Storytelling: cooperative partnerships ........................................................................................... 18 

Whither storytelling? ...................................................................................................................... 19 

Storytelling helps to understand an original source and to verify the data it contains .................. 19 

Storytelling: useless if hard to find................................................................................................. 20 

Storytelling: building a customer base with appealing content...................................................... 21 

Appealing through contextualisation ......................................................................................... 21 

Appealing through technologies and channels ......................................................................... 22 

Storytelling: sustainability through cooperation (under certain conditions) ................................... 22 

 



 
3 

 

Introduction 

Since its emergence in the 19th century, the continuous publication of results has been one of 
the activities of official statistics. This publication activity, as well as its conditions, objectives 
and forms have been debated time and again in official statistics community. About 10 years 
ago, one theme in particular came to the forefront of discussions: storytelling and its role in 
the dissemination and communication of statistics. Storytelling is a programme to make the 
results of official statistics accessible and understandable to people and – in fulfilment of an 
information mandate – to make "evidence based decision making" possible.  
 
The goal of the following discussion is to make an inventory of what storytelling comprises, 
what role storytelling plays within the framework of official statistics and which challenges 
official statistics face in view of the rapidly changing media environment. 

Storytelling everywhere 

By using storytelling techniques, official statistics raise great expectations, because 
storytelling comprises many aspects:  
 

 Storytelling is part of everyday life: As children (who among us doesn't remember?) 
we always wanted to hear stories, from our grandmother, from our teacher, at 
bedtime  – as many and as exciting as possible.  

 I also tell the story of my experiences, the story of my life, the story of my family, of 
my company, of my country and even of my gender: history and herstory. 

 Storytelling is part of, in fact is literature – literature in all its forms, from fairy tales, to 
novels, to documentary prose….  

 Storytelling is part of the media: newspapers, radio and TV, and films live by telling 
stories  

 Storytelling is part of advertising: The advertising industry has also discovered stories 
as a platform to bring their products and services to the public.  

 
Stories are everywhere; we live and move in stories. Storytelling uses all forms of 
presentation: spoken language first, followed by text, images and film.  

Storytelling principles 

There are countless ideas and recommendations about what makes a good story. There is a 
large body of literature on how to tell a good story that will be listened to gladly.  
 
A basic principle that is mentioned again and again is that stories ought to have a theme that 
relates in some way with the intended audience. A story must correspond with the 
audience's, or readership's, interests. This is the core business of PR and advertising 
agencies, which have honed storytelling methods to achieve their aims.  
 
The PR consultant Robbie Vorhaus – to cite just one example – uses storytelling as a 
trademarked motto in his company presentation ("Tell your story. Change the world™"). He 
provides a short definition: "Essentially, storytelling, and that includes PR, is having a point of 
view or theme, focusing on one person or thing (the hero) and taking your audience on that 
hero's journey through trials and tribulations to arrive at some new point, but now changed. It 
doesn't matter if you're promoting a country, company, product, person or cause; if you tell 
the story with the same structure, elements, archetypes and path of all great stories, your 
message will be heard and acted on. And, in business, whoever tells the best story wins."1  

                                                 
1 http://www.robbievorhaus.com/ , http://www.aboutpublicrelations.net/aa061001a.htm; see also 
  http://ninetythrees.com/stories/interview-with-robbie-vorhaus/  
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Storytelling at the dawn of statistics 

Although the storytelling approach, as it has been discussed in the statistical community for 
several years and as it was practised prior to these discussions, does not have the same 
prominent position as it does in the PR and marketing business, the idea of selling a product 
is also there in the background for statisticians. Official statistics are more focused on 
describing and explaining facts in an easy-to-understand way. In this sense, official statistics 
continue a tradition that was begun when statistics first came into being. Storytelling in this 
more restricted sense is intrinsically connected with statistics: portraying a particular state's 
situation and development, and describing the state, are key elements of the original 
meaning of the concept statistics. Under this designation, statistics are the official or public 
description of the characteristics of a state. In this sense, statistics were and continue to be a 
travel guide to the states.  
 
This is how Gottfried Achenwall put it explicitly in 1752 in a book he wrote for "German 
travellers [...] who will find this outline useful during their journeys" ("Teutschen Reisenden … 
Ihnen wird gegenwärtiger Grundriss auf der Reise nützlich seyn"). The 18th-century German 
jurist Gottfried Achenwall (1719-1772), author of Abriss der neuesten Staatswissenschaft der 
vornehmsten Europäischen Reiche und Republiken (Outline of contemporary political science 
in the foremost European kingdoms and republics), is considered – whether rightly or wrongly 
does not concern us here – to have coined the term and the concept of "statistics", which 
covered a broad description of the various aspects and goals of a state. Achenwall's book, an 
"introduction into the constitution of the principal European kingdoms", was the result of three 
years of lectures, which he described in the introduction to the first edition as "statistical 
lessons". Achenwall left political science to the philosophers and gave "statistics, which is 
only concerned with experience, the name of science of the state (Staatslehre) or 
constitutional science of the kingdoms"2 (preface to the second edition).  
 

 Gottfried Achenwall,title page, Staatsverfassung,1752 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 Gottfried Achenwall, Abriss der neuesten Staatswissenschaft der vornehmsten Europäischen Reiche und Republiken (Outline 
  of contemporary political science in the foremost European kingdoms and republics), preface to the second edition, 1752. 
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Already at the beginning of the 19th century, a narrower understanding of statistics began to 
emerge with a greater focus on quantitative aspects. This became evident with the launch of 
the journal Schweizerisches Archiv für Statistik und Nationalökonomie (Swiss Archives for 
Statistics and the National Economy) by C. Bernoulli in the year 1827. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prof. C. Bernoulli, Title page of Schweizerisches Archiv  
für Statistik und Nationalökonomie (Swiss Archives  
for Statistics and the National Economy), 1827 

 
 
Bernoulli's stated motivation for founding the Archives was: "For some time there has been 
an unmistakable and growing interest for everything relating to the statistics, national 
economy and state finances of our fatherland and the need for such knowledge is 
increasingly felt." In the preface there is a note about the popular understanding at the time 
that the function of statistics was to describe states. Statistics "let us recognise how the 
actual forces or elements of the body politic are constituted". Bernouilli also referred to the 
narrower understanding of statistics, which was limited to the quantitative aspect of the 
descriptions of states: "...we think here of the latter (statistics) in the ordinary sense, or in an 
even narrower sense, namely first of all as the representation of all positive data based on 
which the size of the state forces or the economic wellbeing of the people can been 
evaluated or measured"; and "thus by and large only numerical data are to be considered as 
statistical materials for our Archive."3 

Storytelling: Story Ethics 

In the same year, 1827, Stefano Franscini, who is commonly regarded as the "father of Swiss 
statistics", published his comprehensive Statistica della Svizzera (Statistics of Switzerland). 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3 Prof. C. Bernouilli, Schweizerisches Archiv für Statistik und Nationalökonomie oder Beiträge zur Kenntniss und Förderung 
  unseres Nationalwohlstandes (Swiss archives for statistics and the national economy or contributions to the knowledge and  
  promotion of our national welfare), volume 1, 1827, preface. 
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 Stefano Franscini, Statistica della Svizzera  
(Statistics of Switzerland),1827. Title page.  

 
Franscini modestly referred to teachers and models such as Melchiorre Gioja, Picot, Ebel and 
Mossard and explained what he considered of central importance for his statistical work: love 
for truth. "Io spero che ogni cortese uomo leggendo il libro non mancherà di riconoscere, che 
l'Autore può affermare col buon Petrarca: Io parlo per ver dir, Non per odio d'altrui ne per 
disprezzo" (I hope that every gentleman who reads this book [the Statistica della Svizzera] 
will not fail to acknowledge that the author can affirm, with Petrarch, I speak to tell the truth, 
not from hate or disdain for anyone)."4 
 
Thus, in principle, these were the elements that are also present in modern statistical 
presentation focused on storytelling: An interested general public as the target audience, 
textual descriptions and explanations of states with a focus on numbers and a love for truth, 
in other words: statistical ethics.  
 
This tradition of description and narration focused on numbers continues to this day. The 
tables of contents of statistical works of the past and of today look quite similar. 
 

Storytelling: a journey through time 

A journey through two centuries of Swiss statistics shows a wealth of different statistical 
storytelling approaches: Stefano Franscini was an early example. He described the 
Switzerland of his time in eight thematic chapters (Topography, Population, Agriculture, 
Manufactures, Commerce, Government, Laws and Public Administration, Customs) and also 
included texts and numerous tables.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 Stefano Franscini, Statistica della Svizzera (Statistics of Switzerland), 1827, p. X/XI. 
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Stefano Franscini, Statistica della Svizzera 
(Statistics of Switzerland), 1827, p. 87. 

 
 
Toward the end of the 19th century, the newly founded Statistical Yearbook of Switzerland 
(Statistisches Jahrbuch der Schweiz, 1891) set a new standard and chose popular topics 
such as the military service fitness of recruits by region.  
 

 

Statistisches Jahrbuch der Schweiz (Statistical Yearbook of Switzerland),1891 
 
The Graphical-Statistical Atlas (Graphisch-Statistischer Atlanten) of 1897 and 1914 continued 
this trend and included numerous graphs, in some cases with interesting presentation forms.  
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Graphical Statistical Atlas of Switzerland,1897: Surface Area and Population Density 

Graphs and maps, combined with brief explanatory notes, formed a new form of storytelling: 
Visualisations showed the readers the numbers in a direct and vivid way. Half a century later, 
visualisation became a programmatic component of official statistics and found expression in 
the titles of booklets such as Switzerland in Numeric Images (Schweiz im Zahlenbild, 1952 
and 1968): The presentation model was one page of text accompanied by one page of 
diagrams and maps. The didactic aim was also evident in the explicit mention of schools as a 
target audience.  

Lastly, in 1994, shortly before the widespread use of the internet as a medium of 
dissemination of information, "storytelling" even found its way into the title of a booklet: 
Numbers Tell a Story: Statistics Made Clear (Zahlen erzählen. Statistik verständlich 
gemacht).  

 

Federal Statistical Office, Switzerland. Zahlen erzählen (Numbers tell a story), 1994. Title 
page and example page. 
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The statistical offices of almost all countries have followed the same path. The much-
acclaimed Social Trends, which the British Central Statistical Office has published annually 
since 1970, summarises the most important trends in a series of overview analyses entitled 
"Social Commentary". As recently as 1973, policy makers were still the main target audience: 
"It is designed to meet the needs of policy makers and administrators at many levels rather 
than specialists ....". Less than 10 years later, the editors had broadened their scope: "This 
all-round coverage is intended to serve a broad spectrum of interests while at the same time 
being sufficiently deep to provide a ready reference source of figures for use in public debate 
on particular social issues and social policies."5 
 

 

Central Statistical Office, UK. SocialTrends 03  

Image vs. Construct 

"Numbers tell a story" is a fundamental message of statistical storytelling. But it is not quite 
that simple. Numbers do not fall from the sky: people count, people select, people interpret 
and comment. Moreover, whereas during their original phase, when statistics had aimed to 
describe states on the basis of visible and countable things and characteristics, during the 
19th and the 20th century statistics changed fundamentally as they became institutionalised 
under the responsibility of the public authorities and, in particular, as a result of their 
connection to the emerging sciences, especially mathematics. Statistics became a product of 
a variety of scientific and administrative activities. The numbers communicated by official 
statistics are no longer visible and tangible – and have not been for long time. To describe 
reality, official statistics have defined objects that are abstract and are based on complex 
methods and therefore make broad-scale comparisons possible. Statistics work with mean 
values, standard deviation and indices. They have developed nomenclatures, indicators and 
syntheses to elaborate concepts and objects that capture reality and tell its story. These 
include such familiar and common objects as life expectancy, the inflation index and GDP. 
And the observation methods offered by sampling techniques would have seemed like 
alchemy to early statisticians.  On closer inspection, this development amounts to more than 
a better depiction of reality: with these objects, official statistics create reality. The term 
"composer" to describe the role of statisticians – which Hans Rosling borrowed, consciously 
or unconsciously, from the world of music – expresses this well:  composers do not just copy, 
they create something new.  

                                                 
5 Central Statistical Office, Social Trends 1973; 1981, editorial. 
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Objects such as GDP and inflation are constructs. They are needed and used in social and 
policy debates. They enter the social sphere and are part of this sphere, where shared 
concepts and objects are used to debate "reality" and settle conflicts of interest. Official 
statistics thus furnish a commonly accepted basis for discussion. They must therefore 
continuously endeavour to gain acceptance for these objects and for this common basis for 
discussion and to reformulate the description of reality again and again. To cite just two 
examples: this is currently happening with the gross domestic product (GDP), which is being 
called into question and for which new approaches are being demanded and sought.6 Similar 
discussions are also under way concerning the measurement of inflation and so-called 
"perceived inflation".  
 
The more complex statistical indicators become, the greater the risk that they will be 
challenged and will not be accepted and therefore the greater the risk that a social debate 
conducted on a commonly accepted basis will not be possible. Alain Desrosières has 
explored this ambivalence of statistical data – to represent reality and at the same time to 
create it – and their precarious role in public debate in his seminal work The Politics of Large 
Numbers. He concludes with a concisely formulated insight: "I would like the reflection offered 
… on the relationships between statistics and the public sphere to help clarify and analyze 
these spaces of durably solidified forms, which must simultaneously remain undebated so 
that life may follow its course, and debatable, so that life can change its course."7  
 

Storytelling and statistical literacy 

Storytelling, therefore, is no longer what it once was. The image of the travel guide has 
become more complex; storytelling now takes many forms, from the original explanatory text 
to visualisations to web-specific formats. Moreover, given the development of complex 
statistical objects and concepts described above, it is no coincidence that, in addition to 
statistical storytelling, a second activity, namely the teaching of statistical methods and 
terminology and the promotion of statistical literacy among the general public has gained 
growing importance over the years. If the contents of statistical stories are to be understood, 
the statistical objects themselves have to be understood, as does the language of statistics – 
even if it is presented in the simplified and catchy language of journalists. Providing statistical 
information to the general public in an interesting way in the form of stories, as well as 
making the public increasingly capable of understanding statistics, is a movement that is 
gaining ground in most statistical offices.8  
 

Storytelling goes Internet 

Since the 1990s, the internet has substantially extended the range of possibilities for 
storytelling. The new medium caught on very fast, bringing forth new forms and formats: 
webzines and dailies (daily short news) explain numerous issues with short texts and 
diagrams. 
 

                                                 
6 Joseph E. Stiglitz, Amartya Sen, Jean-Paul Fitoussi, Report of the commission on the measurement of economic performance 
   et social progress. http://www.stiglitz-sen-fitoussi.fr 
7 Alain Desrosières, The Politics of Large Numbers, Harvard University Press, Cambridge MA, 1998, p. 337. 
8 E.g. http://www.fernuni-hagen.de/statliteracy/ and http://www.stat.auckland.ac.nz/~iase/islp/ 
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Statistics Canada, Daily 9 
 
" … we [at Statistics Norway] introduced a web-magazine that presents statistics on a 
broader basis, with analyses, historical background etc. These are not new statistics, but are 
nonetheless interesting because of the way they are presented."10  
 

 

Statistics Norway, Statistical Magazine 11 
 
But storytelling is not limited to texts and graphics: multimedia elements such as podcasts 
and videos complement the range of online content offered by various statistical offices, such 
as the U.S. Census Bureau:12  

Rethinking storytelling 

New possibilities for storytelling have recently encouraged deeper reflection on the subject of 
storytelling, as well as the exchange of experiences, particularly among dissemination and 
communication specialists.  
 
At various conferences at the beginning of the new millennium, storytelling was the subject of 
reports and discussions. 
 
At the UNECE (UN Economic Commission for Europe) Work Session on Statistical Output for 
Dissemination to Information Media, held in Geneva in 2002, Statistics Norway presented a 
paper entitled "Statistical Storytelling". The paper provided a brief overview and identified the 

                                                 
9  http://www.statcan.gc.ca/dai-quo/index-eng.htm 
10 UN ECE Work Session on Statistical Output for Dissemination to Information Media in 
   Geneva, 2002, Statistics Norway, Anne Skranefjell 
    http://www.unece.org/stats/archive/04.05.e.htm  
11 http://www.ssb.no/english/magazine/ 
12 http://www.census.gov/multimedia/ 
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most important aspects of storytelling which would be cited time and again in subsequent 
discussions:  
 

 " ...people remember good stories better than a rattling up of facts. … 
 Statistics institutes are to a large extent paid by the taxpayers, and it's our duty to 

make sure our products are useful for those who pay us to make them.  
 If people remember our statistics, they will be able to make use of them in several 

aspects of their lives - and hence they get more value for their money.  
  …a good analysis points out to the reader what is important, it compares figures and 

points out differences, trends and tendencies, it puts the results into a context, it 
explains the unexpected. This is also what a good statistical story does. 

 If we want to start processes in people's mind, we have to relate our statistics to their 
everyday life and their world views." 13 

 
A year later, the subject was explicitly discussed in greater depth within the same 
organisational framework. The topics were: 
 

 How to make a story out of statistics. 
 How to decide which stories to tell and to ensure they are of high quality.  
 Dissemination of statistical commentary and stories. How to get them through to the 

user.  
 Recruiting and training of storytellers, and the creation of a favourable culture.14  

 
And again a good year later, in 2005, the Joint UNECE/OECD Work Session on Statistical 
Dissemination and Communication addressed the question how to teach storytelling 
techniques. 
Much good advice, to a large extent influenced by journalists, was collected and shared. A 
taste of this and other sessions: 
 

 "Try to take the stand of a non-expert when analysing and presenting your data. What 
would they want to know? How do you assure that they grasp your points? And 
which points do they have to grasp in order to get your message?" "One of the 
advantages of a well-written article is that it does not need to be rewritten by 
journalists before they use it. The content is easier to understand and therefore more 
attractive. And at the same time, a source of error is eliminated. The statisticians 
have more control over the information and how it is presented."15  

 "But whatever topic is chosen for the stories it should be tested against five more 
criteria: 
- Is it unusual or different (not the same old story)? 
- Does it involve people (not just dry numbers and concepts)?  
- Is it relevant?  
- Is it topical? 
- Does it meet the ‘so what’ test? … This is sometimes the hardest point for 
academics and statisticians to grasp. A piece of work isn’t interesting just because 
you’ve done it, or because of how you’ve done it, or even because of how well you’ve 
done it. It must have something about it that will grab the public or media 
imagination.…. This something also needs to be simple to understand and able to be 
put into context. This something needs to be up there at the top of your story. 
Marketing people sometimes call it a unique selling point. Journalists often call it the 
news angle or peg.  
 
… five golden rules that statistical story writers often lose sight of: 
- Write as people speak; 
- Don’t just get to the point – start with it;  

                                                 
13 ECE Work Session on Statistical Output for Dissemination to Information Media, (Geneva, 
   Switzerland, 28-30 October 2002), Statistical Storytelling, Invited paper, prepared by Anne 
   Skranefjell, Statistics Norway 
14 ECE Work Session on Dissemination of Statistical Commentary (Geneva, Switzerland, 4-5 December 2003). 
15 Joint UNECE/OECD Work Session on Statistical Dissemination and Communication. (14-15 February 2005, Henley-on- 
   Thames, United Kingdom), The Joy Of Telling a Good Statistical Story, Invited Paper, Prepared by Dag Ellingsen, Statistics 
   Norway.  
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- Make every sentence relevant to the audience – what’s in it for them;  
- Stay simple, but don’t patronise;  
- Use only one idea per sentence." 16  

 "How to write or tell a statistical story.  
a) Learn to think more like a journalist: Use their tools in order to get attention. Adopt 
their way of thinking when looking for the news in a text or a set of data (news 
criteria) Use references to everyday life and experiences  
b) Find a better context: Longer time series, actuality  
c) Use better writing techniques: Avoid 'elevator statistics'. Avoid technical terms. 
Avoid too many figures. Do not look at the tables while writing. 
d) Have a broader scope of interest: Keep updated in your field of statistics, so you 
are able to write a good story at the right time. Take interest in other fields of 
statistics that might affect your field and your presentations  
e) Build new cultures by training, recruiting and rewarding the statisticians." 17 

Storytelling addressees 

After the turn of the millennium, storytelling came to assume a prominent place in a wide 
range of dissemination activities and was focused on a specific segment of users that was 
perceived as being important. Based on a marketing study conducted by the Swiss Federal 
Statistical Office in 1992, these users were frequently divided into three categories, with 
storytelling being focused on general interest users (tourists).  
 
An OECD paper in 2006 summarised this as follows:  
 
"In a nutshell, three main kinds of products [and therefore users] can be identified:  
 

 Complete databases: available online, for skilled users who have the time to do 
extractions and fully exploit the data and associated metadata; 

 Ready-made tables: available in print form and online, for semi-skilled users and 
those who trust the selection made by the data provider; 

 Ready-made tables with commentary: available in print and online, for semi- and low-
skilled users, interested in a “story” instead of in figures per se."18 

Storytelling: motivation and internal consequences 

During the course of a debate that took place around 2005, the choice of the storytelling 
approach was often justified in terms of the role official statistics play in the public sphere and 
for the general public. In this context, storytelling was said to have a twofold objective:  
 
First, it is one (of several) means to communicate statistics to the general public, in a sense 
in the enlightenment tradition of promoting the development of knowledge ("transforming 
statistics into knowledge")19 and thus performs an important social function. Stories are 
meant to make statistical information accessible and understandable. Ultimately, storytelling 
also serves a democratic goal ("figures not only for experts"): "But telling the story is not an 
end in itself. By making statistics more accessible and understandable, statistical providers 
can empower citizens and other stakeholder groups."20 
 

                                                 
16 UNECE Work Session on Dissemination of Statistical Commentary (Geneva, Switzerland, 4-5 December 2003). The Holistic 
    Approach to Statistical Story-Telling, David Marder, Office for National Statistics. 
17 Joint UNECE/OECD Work Session on Statistical Dissemination and Communication. (14-15 February 2005, Henley-on- 
    Thames, United Kingdom). Draft Guidelines for Statistical Storytelling, Dag Ellingsen, Statistics Norway. 
18 OECD, Statistics Directorate, Committee on Statistics, 1 June 2006. The Future Dissemination of OECD Statistics: A Policy 
    Proposal. 
19 See Enrico Giovannini, The role of communication in transforming statistics into knowledge, 2008. 
    http://unstats.un.org/unsd/accsub/2008docs-CDQIO/Ses3-Pap2.pdf 
20 UNECE Work Session on Dissemination of Statistical Commentary, (Geneva, Switzerland, 4-5 December 2003), The power 
    of the web to transform the telling of statistical stories, David Pullinger and Carol Summerfield, Office for National Statistics, 
    United Kingdom, p. 8.  
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Second, storytelling was seen not only as a means of utilising statistics in a socially useful 
way. Storytelling also helped give official statistical offices higher visibility. Not least, it was 
meant to help profile and market statistical offices at a time when the public sector is subject 
to austerity measures. "Good communication is the only way to reach ordinary taxpayers, 
who in the long run decide the fate of any governmental institution."21  
 
The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe's storytelling guide summarizes this 
incisively: "Why tell a story? A statistical agency should want to tell a story about its data for 
at least two reasons. First, the mandate of most agencies is to inform the general public 
about the population, society, economy and culture of the nation. This information will guide 
citizens in doing their jobs, raising their families, making purchases and in making many other 
decisions. Secondly, an agency should want to demonstrate the relevance of its data to 
government and the public. In such a way, it can anticipate greater public support for its 
programs, as well as improved respondent relations and greater visibility of its products."22  
 
And, lastly, storytelling has also had internal consequences for statistical institutions with a 
rich legacy and tradition. The storytelling approach requires internal cooperation in order, for 
example, to bundle data from different organisational units under one theme. This requires 
new skills and brings journalists, communication and marketing specialists together with 
statisticians to develop new forms of dissemination. Such cooperation results in conflicts with 
existing traditions. Therefore, once the decision to adopt a storytelling approach has been 
taken, a clash of cultures and debates about organisational and substantive issues is to be 
expected. David Marder from the UK Office of National Statistics (ONS): "Can we get data-
producers to work together to make two or more series come together and tell a richer story? 
Does it really need a major culture change? … If we can build this corps of ‘champions’ from 
a wide range of statistical disciplines, we may well be on the way to knocking down the 
castles that are so divisive and so destructive of the ‘big picture’. Castle mentality is one of 
the biggest drags on good communication."23  
 
The debate over the role of storytelling in official statistics which took place around 2005 did 
not explicitly address Desrosières' argument about the ambivalence of statistical activity. But 
by endeavouring to improve the general public's understanding of statistics, in an indirect way 
it was a response to the perceived threat to the acceptance of statistics.  

Storytelling: recent developments 

Statistical storytelling, and its basic focus on presenting statistical information in easily 
comprehensible ways, has been and will continue to develop constantly. Official statistics can 
use newly developed presentation methods and techniques, which change continually as 
they are applied. Text, charts and maps are a standard way of presenting statistical data. 
Innovations are made in different areas: 
 
Visualisations, particularly dynamic and interactive visualisations, are leading statistics away 
from numbers and text to new visual and communication worlds. Such visualisations have 
developed rapidly. Some examples of official statistics show this clearly: 
 

 The business cycle tracer (BCT) from the Dutch Bureau of Statistics provides a time 
series with key indicators that can be selected by the users themselves.24 

                                                 
21 UNECE Work Session on Dissemination of Statistical Commentary, (Geneva, Switzerland, 4-5 December 2003), Cultural 
    Obstacles to Statistical Story-Telling, Leon Østergaard), Statistics Denmark. 
22 United Nations, Making Data Meaningful Part 1 A guide to writing stories about numbers, New York and Geneva, 2009, p.2 
23 UNECE, Work Session on Dissemination of Statistical Commentary, (Geneva, Switzerland, 4-5 December 2003), The Holistic 
    Approach to Statistical Story-Telling, David Marder, Office for National Statistics.  
24 http://www.cbs.nl/en- 
    GB/menu/themas/dossiers/conjunctuur/publicaties/conjunctuurbericht/inhoud/conjunctuurklok/conjunctuurklok2.htm 
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 CBS, Netherlands. Business cycle tracer (BCT). 
 

 Eurostat's Table-Graph-Maps (TGM) application presents regional comparisons with 
selectable maps, graphs and tables. 25  

 With the Chronostat application, the Swiss Federal Statistical Office presents the 
history of Swiss statistics to a wide audience in an interactive format. 26  

 Comprehensive atlases, such as the Interactive Statistical Atlas of Slovenia27 and the 
Swiss Regional Atlas, 28 are a fast developing and highly attractive field.  
 

 

 Federal Statistical Office, Swiss Regional Atlas. 
 
In most cases, such visualisations have been designed by the statistical offices themselves 
and implemented with the technical assistance of private-sector contractors. 
 
Social media (Web 2.0) open other doors to users, who are offered a platform where they 
can communicate with statisticians and make their own contributions. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
25 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/guip/introAction.do?profile=cpro&theme=eurind&lang=de 
26 http://www.chronostat.ch  
27 http://www.stat.si/eng/iatlas.asp  
28 http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/index/regionen/thematische_karten/02.html 
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Wikis, such as wikiprogress and wikigender developed by the OECD, are in the foreground. 
In contrast, Eurostat's Statistics Explained, 29 which is based on wiki principles, is limited to 
internal users and serves as a content management system for storytelling-oriented content.  
 
The use of social media in official statistics has lagged behind other innovations. In a study 
conducted in 2009, Jessica Gardner noted a palpable restraint in this area: "A review of 
websites suggests that except for RSS, there is limited public use of Web 2.0 by statistical 
offices. This was confirmed by an informal survey of statistical dissemination and 
communication professionals conducted by the UNECE. … The reasons for limited activity in 
this area include the need to be cautious in order to maintain public credibility, managing with 
limited resources and focusing on the upcoming census. The most common applications are 
usually within organizations, but opportunities clearly exist for interacting with external 
customers and users of statistical information." 30  
 
By now, some blogs are occasionally being used as social media. For example, the World 
Bank offers a series of thematic blogs to serve specific target groups and to point users to 
additional information on its website. 31 As part of a Eurostat project ("Sponsorship on 
Communication"), Sweden has launched a blog with various statistics. And Statistics Estonia 
has a blog and Facebook page in which it publishes statistical information in short articles 
(similar to the webzines and dailies mentioned above), as well as links to its homepage.32 
The increasing use of Twitter by statistical offices is another noteworthy development. 33 But 
the use of opportunities for comments and discussions in these media is still in its infancy. 
 
A major cultural change has not (yet) taken place in this area. Moreover, guidelines for the 
use of social media in official statistics are not yet widespread and the topic is not yet 
prominent in statistical conferences. There is still no tangible optimism that we are on the 
cusp of a new age of more intensive exchange of information in these social media.  

No storytelling monopoly for official statistics 

An appealing presentation of numerical facts as well as understandable and persuasive 
numerical argumentation have become a well established part of the media business and of 
specialised websites outside the field of official statistics. In some cases, storytelling with 
numbers is done with highly innovative tools.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
29 http://wikigender.org/ , http://wikiprogress.org , http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/ 
30 Jessica Gardner, UNECE, Blogs, wikis, and official statistics: new perspectives on the value of Web 2.0 by statistical offices, 
    International Marketing and Output Database Conference (IMAODBC), Finland, 2008, pp. 1, 6. 
31 http://blogs.worldbank.org/blogs 
32 http://swedeneurostat.blogspot.com/ , http://statistikaamet.wordpress.com/ http://et-ee.facebook.com/Statistikaamet?v=wall  
33 See, for example: http://twitter.com/StatsSweden, http://twitter.com/Swiss_Stats, http://twitter.com/StatSlovenia 
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A few examples: 
 
The New York Times is constantly coming up with astonishing and innovative graphical data 
presentations.34 
 

 

The New York Times, Time Use Survey 
 
Nor is it the only media outlet that presents statistics in new storytelling formats. The BBC 
goes a step further and runs a webpage of its own ("More or less") which aims to make 
numbers more accessible to people by means of audio podcasts: "We all use numbers in so 
many ways to argue about, understand, help make sense of the world around us. More or 
Less hopes to make that task easier, more entertaining, more surprising." 35 
 
But that's not all. Social web platforms and related business models are being formed in 
which interested people present their data and exchange ideas with others, either in a 
completely public space or in a protected business area. Swivel ("See, understand & share 
numbers"36), Many Eyes (“We all deal with data that we'd like to understand better. ... When 
we share it and discuss it, we understand it in new ways."37),Google Spreadsheets and Public 
Data with visualisation options such as motion charts38 and complete dashboard applications 
such as NCVA39 and Tableau Public ("Tableau Public is for anyone passionate about telling 
stories and answering questions with data" 40). 
 
In addition, websites are being created to search data, including official statistics, 
independently, and to present them to a broad public to fulfil a specific task chosen by the 
creators. Gapminder.org41 ("Unveiling the beauty of statistics for a fact based world view") is a 
prominent example. One of the aims of this website is to change preconceived opinions with 
facts ("change mindsets with well presented facts").  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
34 http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2009/07/31/business/20080801-metrics-graphic.html 
35 http://www.bbc.co.uk/moreorless 
36 http://www.swivel.com/ 
37 http://manyeyes.alphaworks.ibm.com/manyeyes/ 
38 http://www.google.com/publicdata/home 
39 http://ncva.itn.liu.se/ncva?l=en 
40 http://www.tableausoftware.com/public/our-story 
41 http://www.gapminder.org/about-gapminder/our-mission/ 
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While the services and tools mentioned above are still essentially dependent on personal 
inputs, a growing number of applications are using metadata available on the web (ideally 
through semantic web structures) in order to obtain computer-generated content from various 
sources and to create their own compilations – known as "mash-ups". Such mash-ups often 
use maps to display localised content and context. 
 
Lastly, statistical storytelling is also presented in video format. Videos bring a personal aspect 
into play. Hans Rosling's statistics, which are presented using interactive graphics and 
spoken narration, are a prime example of this. These video presentations correspond to the 
storytelling approach outlined by Robie Vorhaus, which was cited above:  A country, for 
example Vietnam, comes on stage as the hero of the story. Over the years, the life 
expectancy of its citizens changes in such a way that – quite surprisingly to many viewers – it 
adapts to Western values and by the end of the period being observed the country has 
changed unmistakeably. By the end, the story has also changed the original mindsets of the 
viewers.  
 
The potential for storytelling has by no means been exhausted: it is complex and its full 
extent is unpredictable. A look at the Pulitzer Prize winners of 2010 shows the wealth of 
methods that are used – sometimes simultaneously: In addition to photos, text and 
information graphics, interactive timelines, videos, slide shows and even interactive games 
are used.42  

Storytelling: cooperative partnerships 

At first it could be assumed that such third-party developments would be alternatives to 
official statistics and would marginalise them, but in fact the opposite has happened. The 
visibility and importance of official statistics has been increased. Many people have 
recognised that, ultimately, what is crucial is the availability and especially the reliability and 
quality of statistical data. Consequently, official statistics have taken centre stage, as has the 
expectation that these data be available for free. The Open Data Initiative received a strong 
impetus in 2009 and additional official statistical institutions opened their databases if they 
had not done so already. This has been accompanied by official statements of a commitment 
to an Open Data policy: 
 
"Today, the World Bank Group has joined with governments in the US, UK, Australia, India 
and several others in making Open Data a hallmark of doing business in the 21st Century. It 
will lead amongst multilateral institutions and demonstrate by example that liberating data can 
pave the way for others to create valuable products, tools, and mash-ups to understand 
trends, correlations, and development outcomes in new ways." 43   
 
Examples of cooperation are beginning to emerge: one the one hand, private providers agree 
with official statistical offices to use their freely available data and, on the other, official 
statistics use integrated tools furnished by private firms in their own websites. 
For example, gapminder.org, Google Public Data and The Economist magazine make 
substantial use of data furnished by Eurostat, the OECD, the US Census Bureau, the World 
Bank and other sources of official statistics. And the websites of statistical institutions use 
tools provided by NCVA (OECD), Google and Mapping World (e.g. Statistics Netherlands44  
and the Swiss Federal Statistical Office45).  
 

                                                 
42 http://www.10000words.net/2010/04/online-storytelling-from-2010-pulitzer/ 
43 http://blogs.worldbank.org/dmblog/node/741 
44 http://www.cbs.nl/en-GB/menu/themas/internationale-handel/cijfers/extra/2008-animatie.htm 
45 http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/index/themen/15/08/dos/blank/04/02.html 
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Federal Statistical Office, Switzerland. Example of an integrated Google motion chart 
 
Statistical storytelling is enlivened by such forms of collaboration. Official statistics data are 
combined with initiatives and technologies from third parties. 

Whither storytelling? 

In 2010, official statistics are facing a situation that would have been inconceivable a few 
years ago.  
Media and technologies are available to enhance storytelling with new and even more 
attractive possibilities: less expensive colour printing for print publications, social and 
semantic web, videos, interactive services, gaming interfaces that are fast outpacing scientific 
animation and much more is now available.  
Next to official statistics, private providers that use and compete to develop new technologies 
have also managed to establish themselves as providers of government data. Cooperation 
across a wide range of areas, from data provision (Open Data) to the use of software, is 
beginning to take shape. 
 
Where does this leave storytelling, as it was long developed and practised by official 
statistical offices? Where is storytelling headed and where should it be headed? Should 
official statistics dispense with storytelling? Outsource it? Establish cooperative partnerships? 
Step up their own efforts in this area?  
 
The potential is huge, but where the journey will take us exactly will depend on the role and 
self-image official statistics will assume. Depending on the choice, storytelling will fulfil 
different functions and offer a wide range of possibilities.  
 
To conclude, some thoughts on recent developments and the outlook for the future. 

Storytelling helps to understand the original source and to verify the data in it  

The core business of official statistics – to conceptually record reality and to collect data – is 
not under dispute. In the foreseeable future, no one will seriously compete with the social and 
historical role official statistics play in this respect. Outsiders close to the official statistics 
community have explicitly made this clear recently.  This is vividly expressed in the model by 
Hans Rosling and gapminder.org, which employs freely accessible official statistics: In 
Rosling's music paradigm, official statistics correspond to the composer, the software 
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developers to the instrument makers and the storyteller to the musician. Without the 
composer, there's no music. Composers must receive support and investment. Honour the 
composers! 46 
 
Should official statistics therefore refrain from engaging in storytelling and only offer 
databases and tables? No, because the fact remains that storytelling facilitates a key function 
of official statistics: making statistical information visible and understandable to all. When 
people come across statistical information in the vastness of the internet, in libraries and in 
the media, they have to be able to consult, understand and check the original information in 
the most reliable source. In addition to providing sophisticated and well developed databases 
with content that is (freely) accessible to specialists and their applications, the most important 
statistical information also have to be accessible and comprehensible to a wider audience. 
Storytelling techniques make this possible. 

Storytelling: useless if hard to find 

No matter how comprehensive the databases and well-built the websites of official statistical 
offices may be, they cannot fulfil their function as primary sources for data and for verifying 
the quality of the data if the statistical information they contain cannot be found quickly and 
easily in them. It is therefore not just about making data comprehensible by means of a good 
(storytelling!) presentation. It is also about simply finding relevant and up-to-date information. 
What prevents people from using the right data? Statistics Finland examined this question 
before assembling a set of indicators. What it found was not surprising: data cannot be found, 
are not up-to-date and are too complicated. By developing an indicator system that is 
structured according to themes and policy areas and that presents current information with 
commentary and visualisations, Statistics Finland aims to bridge this gap.47  
 
Web-based solutions such as these, with web-based content that is clearly laid out, that can 
be navigated quickly and contains links to a main website, offer not only the intended 
advantages. Compared to a main webpage, they also entail the risk that users will see 
obsolete data, will find it more difficult to navigate across the parallel content and will be 
forced to visit several sites as the topics they are interested in change.  
 
In view of the fact that more than 50% of websites are not visited via navigation paths but, 
instead, directly from search engine results, this question bears deeper consideration. 
Offering pages designed like printed materials (homepage and navigation structure 
analogous to title page and table of contents) is less and less satisfactory given these 
changing surfing habits. The challenge today – not only for statistical websites – is to find 
what you are looking for quickly and unmistakably and at the same time to know clearly what 
its context is: Who is the provider of the information and how can you – under guidance – 
search wider and deeper within that context? 
 
This requires increased investment in the metadata of the online offerings. Statistics, with 
their fundamental and broad-based metadata tradition, provide an excellent basis for this; the 
broad acceptance of standard unified nomenclatures and SDMX48 shows this clearly. On the 
other hand, the growing trend toward structured web (Semantic Web) services in the 
research and development of web standards is a solution that makes it easier both for people 
and machines to find and use information. But official statistics are still making baby steps in 
this area: such structured data services are still rare and the pioneers in the provision of 
statistical services in the Semantic Web are still mainly found in the university environment.49 

 

                                                 
46 World Bank. Video Hans Rosling: http://data.worldbank.org/news/rosling-noveck-event-may-21-2010 
47 Findicator http://www.findikaattori.fi/index_en/ 
48 http://www.sdmx.org  
49 http://blogstats.wordpress.com/2009/04/25/semantic-web-and-official-statistics/ and  
    http://blogstats.wordpress.com/2009/10/27/sdmx-and-rdf-getting-acquainted/ 



 
21 

 

Storytelling: building a customer base with appealing content 

Explanatory text and catchy visualisations of data are the foundation of storytelling. They are 
a necessary service to ensure the intelligibility of statistics. But the publication environment 
has changed fundamentally and will continue to do so at a rapid pace. Traditional storytelling 
is no longer enough to get people looking for information to keep coming back to the websites 
of statistical institutions. In an environment of increasingly attractive websites and media, 
traditional storytelling is attracting less and less attention to statistical websites. Publishing 
competition forces official statistics to keep up with these developments. This is an important 
component of the image and hence of the reputation. By and large, official statistics (so far) 
succeeded quite well, as the brief examples cited above illustrate. 

Appealing through contextualisation 

How can content be made more appealing in the future? Just as  storytelling has taken on 
various forms over the course of its development, the goal of providing more appealing 
content and winning user loyalty can also be pursued at different levels. 
 
One level is the story itself. Precise, topic-oriented and catchy texts are, as noted above, 
one element; the context is the other. Presentation in the right context not only makes 
data more understandable, but also more attractive. Contextualisation is a well known and 
multiple challenge for official statistics.  
 
Presenting a statistical result not just as a verbalised table (elevator statistics with 
description of increases and decreases) but also in their context is no easy task. There are 
different ways to do this and to be able to do so requires broad knowledge. How far this 
should be taken depends not least on the self-image of the institution.  
 
The structured web offers automatisations, for example when search engines present 
related subjects and political correlations in different forms (timelines, categories) together 
with statistics.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Living Stories prototype: context on a subject generated automatically 
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Google has created a prototype of such "Living Stories" with a number of newspapers.50 
And the better statistical information and the web are semantically developed, the more 
informative and appealing such contextualisation based on search technologies will 
become. 
 
But contextualisation also means introducing statistical results into current themes and 
debates and thus to highlight the importance of official statistics and their producers.  
This contextualisation goes further (even in terms of the self-image of official statistics) and 
presupposes monitoring of issues that are currently attracting attention as well as of issues 
that will be pertinent in the future. Generally speaking, this does not exclude but actually 
complements input-driven publications which are based on survey and data collection 
activities.51 In this context, a database covering several surveys (corporate data 
warehouse) is a prerequisite for a contextual analysis and presentation.  
Not only monitoring but also customer inquiries and the analysis of current search engine 
queries offer a possibility to contextualise statistical data presentation. The Demand Media 
concept 52 is a small and successful example of this: current questions by users are sought 
and answered with short (and possibly also statistical) stories. 

Appealing through technologies and channels 

Another area where it is important to be appealing and to get users to return again and 
again to the information provided involves the form of the presentation and the use of the 
most important channels.  
 
This involves a wide range of aspects, from graphic design and navigation design to the 
use of multimedia and interactive elements, and from traditional websites to social media 
and semantic technologies. Particularly at this level, there are a huge range of options and 
the speed of innovation is remarkable. The change of online user behaviour is also very 
significant. A fast growing number of people are using the web from mobile devices such 
as smart phones or tablets, which necessitates corresponding adaptations. And for more 
and more people, the social web is becoming their standard means of communication.53 
One development we can expect is similar to the use of statistical data in third-party 
applications, namely that people outside official statistics will begin to discuss official 
statistics in blogs and other platforms (this is the second perspective put forward by Alain 
Desrosières). 

Storytelling: sustainability through cooperation (under certain conditions) 

As storytelling takes on new forms it will continue to find itself in a changing competitive 
environment marked by ever growing customer demands. To satisfy the basic idea of an 
easily understandable and appealing presentation of statistical content, statistical institutions 
cannot avoid taking certain measures to improve their content and presentation. The 
"composer" also knows and must know how the music is to be played. But this job can no 
longer be done on one's own: cooperative partnerships are necessary and have already 
begun to some extent, both with partners outside statistical institutions and between such 
institutions. 
 

                                                 
50 http://livingstories.googlelabs.com/ . http://livingstories.googlelabs.com/lsps/swineflu, http://www.opencalais.com/ 
51 Information is published when new data from surveys are available and what is presented focuses primarily on a statistical 
    office's own survey activities.  
52 http://www.demandmedia.com/about/ , http://www.ehow.com/ 
53 " … communication is not just an appendix of the core business focused on data production, but a key function that can 
    determine the success or the failure of an official data provider. Be open to the dialogue with users using the web 2.0 
    approach is not a choice anymore: it is a must, especially to ensure that new generations will look at official statistics as an 
    authoritative source." In : The role of communication in transforming statistics into knowledge by Enrico Giovannini (Chief 
    Statistician of the OECD), Conference on Data Quality for International Organizations, Rome, Italy, 7 and 8 July 2008, 
    http://unstats.un.org/unsd/accsub/2008docs-CDQIO/Ses3-Pap2.pdf  
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Statistical offices are both givers and takers in cooperative partnerships. Statistical offices 
retain the competence and authority for data which they make available under licence, and 
increasingly free of charge, to a variety of applications with modern (including machine-
readable) interfaces. And they use third parties' technological and presentation expertise to 
produce appealing original data content of their own. 
 
Cooperative partnerships also involve risks: data from official statistics can be presented 
wrongly or they can be distorted by vested interests; in some cases, partners may even 
damage the reputation of official statistical offices. This can never be ruled out completely, 
but care and appropriate measures generally prevent such problems.  
To avoid potential risks and seize opportunities for cooperation, it is imperative to define and 
make optimal use of data competencies, to advertise and protect the "official statistics" brand, 
and to ensure that conditions and copyright rules in cooperative partnerships are 
communicated clearly. 
 
Thus, official statistics maintain and reassert again and again their role as a quick, 
competent, qualitatively unique, reliable and indispensable data source to provide guidance 
and knowledge to modern society. Moreover, they boost their visibility and reputation by 
using storytelling with the latest technologies in a wide variety of dissemination media. 54 
 
 

                                                 
54 See also: E. Giovannini, The future of statistical offices in the knowledge society, Istanbul, June 2007 
    http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/28/40/38934533.ppt?contentId=38934542,  
    A. Grossenbacher, Official Statistics beyond web 2.0: Developments, rewards and risks to come, also in: Statistika, Journal of 
    the Czech Statistical Office, 2/2010 
    http://www.czso.cz/conference2009/proceedings/data/stat_internet/grossenbacher_paper.pdf 
    and: A. Grossenbacher, The Globalisation of Statistical Content, Statistical Journal of the IAOS (International Association for 
    Official Statistics, Volume 25, n° 3-4/2008, p. 133-144.  
 


