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Take-Aways
	Those who tell powerful stories with data are today’s oracles.
	Stories use pattern recognition to give meaning to data.
	Multiple, competing narratives exist within echo chambers in the Digital Age.
	Democratize your data culture to gain powerful insights.
	Establish relevance with data-driven stories that appeal to your target audience.
	Journalists tell compelling stories with strong data visualizations.
	Beware of deliberate manipulation and false certainties when interpreting data.
	Embrace accountability and transparency to ethically tell data-driven stories.


Recommendation
Raw data itself means little, explains communications industry expert Hans-Wilhelm Eckert. But modern-day oracles know how to interpret data, using it to create powerful narratives that influence human behavior and entire economies. People have been telling stories for millennia, he says; nowadays, they do so with the aid of machines, ushering in complex new opportunities and challenges for storytellers. Gain insights into a range of related topics, such as how to design data visualizations and ways to mitigate bias, while enhancing your understanding of the role Big Data plays in storytelling today.

Summary
Those who tell powerful stories with data are today’s oracles.
When those in power in Ancient Greece needed answers, they consulted Pythia, a high priestess at the Temple of Apollo in Delphi. Pythia spoke in poetic mysteries, making interpretation the central focus of any quest for answers. In Greek myths, heroes often only understood the oracle’s words, and themselves, in retrospect. Today, people turn instead to data and those who know how to interpret it, including analysts, brokers and the media. To tell engaging stories with data, take lessons from the Delphic Oracle: Aspire to ask the right questions and to glean insights from the “hero’s journey” that occurs in the space between questioning and understanding.
“Data is the smoke that pours from the crevices of our oracles. Everything is contained in this smoke. Whether it is fuel, poison or gold, whether it harms or helps us, sobers or intoxicates us, that is up to us.”

Data interacts with narratives and systems in the following ways:
	Data shapes a strategic narrative – Whether you’re segmenting customers or developing brand stories, data provides context to shape and share stories.
	Data visualizations deliver the story – In formats such as data journalism, data-inspired social media campaigns and analyst reports, organizations use data visualizations to deliver powerful stories.
	Data provides macro insights – Humans or AI interpret big-picture patterns in data to form an insight, which provides the basis for a story.
	Data shapes processes – Using visually prepared data – via dashboards – systems emerge that enable the control of workflows, processes and states by detecting anomalies and monitoring systems.

Stories use pattern recognition to help give meaning to data.
In The Hero with a Thousand Faces, author Joseph Campbell detects recurring patterns in stories people have told, across cultures, for millennia, which he refers to as “monomyths.” Myths tend to follow the journey of the hero, a protagonist with whom the audience can identify. The hero must leave the familiar world, according to Campbell, and journey into the unknown, passing through a series of challenges and tests before achieving his goal or obtaining his reward. The journey triggers character growth, changing the hero in positive ways. He returns home “as a new person,” after resolving his central conflict. 
“In a sense, stories are the data packets in which the myriad of impressions pelting us are filtered, compressed, and connected to meaning.”

Help people make sense of the world around them by using stories that help people recognize patterns in data. Storytelling has become increasingly machine-powered today, with machines detecting patterns in data that humans might miss. Machine learning relies on neural networks, based on statistical and mathematical pattern models, to detect patterns in data sets. Think of stories themselves as “data packets” that compress and filter information for humans, giving raw data meaning. 
Humanity uses storytelling to interpret data in ways that expand the world and trigger social cohesion. Machines help create these stories; however, machines focus only on that which is quantifiable. Not everything of value in a human life can be quantified.
Multiple, competing narratives exist within echo chambers in the Digital Age.
Storytelling has existed as long as humanity, as evidenced by ancient cave paintings in the Indonesian island Sulawesi depicting a narrative of early human hunting practices. Stories form the institutions and paradigms that govern human activities. When society embraces disruptive new scientific theories, philosopher Thomas Kuhn explains that such changes demand a “paradigm shift”: People must debate and agree upon a new narrative before replacing the old one. Today, however, people often only engage with those who share their opinions. Digital channels have returned humans to a cave-like existence: Only a small social bubble within an echo chamber shares a given person’s view of reality. 
“The multiplicity of digital channels allows us to avoid self-awareness and surround ourselves with the people (or machines, it is not always certain) who share our opinions.”

In the Age of Enlightenment, much of society shared the common value of individual self-liberation. In the postindustrial age, such central narratives collapse. In 1979, French philosopher Jean-Francois Lyotard characterized the postmodern world as one in which a multiplicity of different, coexisting narratives, or “discourses,” could exist simultaneously. In his book Narrative Economics, economist Robert Shiller explains that, far from existing in isolation, these different narratives interact with one another.
People with different views of reality reinforce, challenge and modify one another’s beliefs, which influences economic and human activity. According to Shiller, much like an epidemic, different narratives can infect and affect populations. The truthfulness of a story doesn’t affect a story’s “contagion rate.” Viral stories grab attention, appear coherent and easily integrate into existing narratives.
Democratize your data culture to gain powerful insights.
Raw data isn’t useful on its own. Data becomes relevant and valuable when people give it meaning. Companies that own their data will outperform brands that rely on third parties to glean data insights. Businesses that hope to thrive in the future create the right systems and embrace the right technological structures to create their data narratives. Harvard professor Jerome Bruner argued that people are 22 times more likely to remember a story than they are to remember factual information with no narrative structure. When hearing a story, the listeners’ brain waves synchronize with those of the teller, ensuring they can incorporate aspects of the story into their own experiences.
“An important step towards data culture is the democratization of data.”

Telling powerful stories and gleaning relevant data insights requires embracing a culture shift: Commit to the “democratization of data.” Give employees access to data relevant to their roles to help them make data-informed decisions and assist you in gathering analytics. Involve employees at different customer touch points in data analytics to optimize your customer journey. The quality of your data insights hinges on your organization’s ability to explore it with focused, precise questions.
Establish relevance with data-driven stories that appeal to your target audience.
When using data to tell a story, consider:
	Why you’re telling the story – For corporations, raising brand awareness and establishing relevance is their “why.” Don’t rely only on your internal corporate narrative when developing your brand message. To better understand why people might connect with your story, pay attention to the narratives of your target groups. Use Big Data methods such as semantic analysis and identifying association fields to better understand how people are already talking about your brand.
	Your audience – Gain valuable data insights via digital channels to better understand your customer’s expectations, attitudes and desires. Marketing and communication departments identify different customer personas, using data from contact points to understand and predict behavior. Big Data helps you estimate where individual customers are on their journeys, so you can best serve their needs. Your target groups’ needs and expectations change and evolve, so reorient your approach regularly.
	Your message – Data enables you to find new stories and discover fresh ways to connect these narratives to topics that interest your targets. Marketing managers, for example, can use data insights to identify themes and trends, allocate these to the brand’s focal points and predict the life cycles or future relevance of each topic. AI can assist in clustering topics that are of interest to the target and building thematic relationships between them.

Journalists tell compelling stories with strong data visualizations.
Today, data journalism is a growing field. Journalists leverage the power of available public data to shed light on topics like forest fires and climate change. Many newsrooms now view data journalism as part of their everyday operations. When trying to filter through large data sets, reflect on whether you have the following: machine assistance; a means to structure and standardize the data; any additional data sources to provide; the appropriate data infrastructure and employee knowledge; and the ability to produce effective data graphics. 
“The task of discovering meanings in the data and making sense of it is for the pythias and the priests of the data oracles.”

When designing data visualizations, Google’s Material Design encourages you to ensure data is accurate, scalable and helpful to users. Make sure all data graphics clearly tell the story and contain the information you want. People may use graphics out of context, so your graphics should be able to stand alone, without text. Remember that “less is more,” and only make data comparisons available that you believe will help convey your message. The most compelling stories – which can feature graphic and text-based content – connect the data to individual stories, giving human faces to the numbers.
Beware of deliberate manipulation and false certainties when interpreting data.
When interpreting data, avoid either intentionally manipulating it or accidentally misconstruing information due to false certainties. People tend to think in polarities, dividing the world into binaries. Doing so can lead to biases and the inability to understand complexity. For example, Swedish statistician Hans Rosling challenged the common binary between rich and poor, using data to create a more accurate model of the distribution of wealth by dividing Americans into four income levels. People default to polarization because it enables the brain to make rapid decisions. But, as Rosling demonstrates, you cannot accurately capture the complexity of reality when you think in simple, binary terms.
“One of the biggest sources of error in storytelling with data is that we believe there is something like objective, incontrovertible truth in the data.”

Beware of forming narratives by embracing faulty heuristics. For example, many assume “everything used to be better,” and frame stories to present narratives of decline. People may also assume that observed developments will progress uniformly – because they have in past years – and thus fail to predict reversals or exponential growth. People also tend to overestimate the likelihood of an event occurring when they can think of examples of the event – “the availability trap.” When telling stories, aspire to connect to people’s “slow thinking” brain systems, which – according to psychologist Daniel Kahneman – switch on for more complex thought processes.
Embrace accountability and transparency to ethically tell data-driven stories.
Machines can have biases, which is why computer scientists live by a cautionary saying: “Garbage in, garbage out.” Data errors can occur, resulting in “machine bias”: when data collection reproduces human biases and patterns that relate to discrimination. The data you select may contain biases, especially if it comes from social media channels where people share biased views. For example, in an early version of Google Photos – Google’s facial recognition software – the software labeled photos of people with dark skin as “gorillas.” Language systems, such as OpenAI’s GPT-3, can reflect human biases when using models to predict the sentences it should write in response to certain prompts. 
“The most important step in achieving algorithmic accountability is the willingness of companies to take legal and ethical responsibility for it.”

In the 21st century, data is a commodity that people buy and sell, making it increasingly important that corporations, organizations and governments are transparent about how they use people’s data. Regulations such as the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) in the EU aim to protect internet users, giving people choices about who gets to use their data. In the Information Age, those who possess data literacy will have the power to systemically create value and knowledge from data. Those leveraging the power of data-driven storytelling must voluntarily embrace transparency and accountability.

About the Author
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