
Lecture 4



Story-telling 



Today’s session

• Stories in economics 

• Data story

• What do we mean by a data story?

• What does a good chart look like?

• Next steps



For years, America has been getting screwed by China. They’ve been taking our jobs, 
stealing our intellectual property, and flooding our markets with cheap goods. The trade 
deficit with China reached a record high—billions of dollars. This is not the deal we should 
have made, folks. It’s a disaster. Previous administrations were weak. They let China take 

advantage of us without batting an eye. But I came in and said, ‘No more.’

Trump’s speeches are chaotic, rambling and extremely effective. Aristotle can explain why

https://theconversation.com/trumps-speeches-are-chaotic-rambling-and-extremely-effective-aristotle-can-explain-why-242339


“Homo sapiens is a post-truth species whose power depends on creating and believing 
fictions”

Noah Yuval Harari

“We are, as humans, constantly creating stories to make sense of the world around us”

Robert Shiller, Narrative Economics

The power of stories



Narrative economics

• Stories help us to understand the world – more than evidence and facts?

• Evidence and facts are likely to be more powerful when they fit a narrative 

• Stories drive behaviour

• Not a new idea: 

• Keynes’ animal spirits

• Roosevelt in the 1930s: “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself” 

• More relevant today



What is a story? 



What is a story?

For years, America has been getting screwed by China. They’ve been taking our jobs, 
stealing our intellectual property, and flooding our markets with cheap goods. The trade 
deficit with China reached a record high—billions of dollars. This is not the deal we 
should have made, folks. It’s a disaster. Previous administrations were weak. They let 

China take advantage of us without batting an eye. But I came in and said, ‘No more.’



What is a story?

• An account of events, incidents, people 

• Organised in a coherent way to convey actions, intentions and causality (narrative)

• With an overarching theme (big picture)

• That engages and resonates with people and helps them to make sense of the world 



Economics as story-telling

"When we communicate—even in the supposedly objective language of science—we are 
telling stories. The facts alone do not speak; they must be organized, given context, and 
made relevant through the narrative form.”

(Deirdre McCloskey, If You’re So Smart: The Narrative of Economic Expertise)

• At its heart, economics is telling stories about the way the world works

• Economic models connect events/ data and provide a coherent narrative

• But the models and the data get in the way



Economics as story-telling

Economists are great storytellers. Their tales might be anecdotes of economic events that they have observed 
and which seem significant. More often, they are small, thoughtfully imagined stories about how the 
economic world works. Economists use these narratives to reason about why things happen in the way that 
they do – and perhaps what might happen next.
Mary Morgan

(What is the role of storytelling in economics? - Economics Observatory)

"People don’t think in terms of numbers or models; they think in terms of stories. A good 
economic story has the power to capture attention, explain a problem, and, maybe, point to 
a solution.”
(Tim Harford, The Undercover Economist Striked Back)

https://www.economicsobservatory.com/what-is-the-role-of-storytelling-in-economics


Economics as story-telling

“I had a growing feeling in the later years of my work at the 
subject that a good mathematical theorem dealing with 
economic hypotheses was very unlikely to be good economics: 
and I went more and more on the rules---(1) Use mathematics 
as a short-hand language, rather than as an engine of inquiry. 
(2) Keep to them till you have done. (3) Translate into English. 
(4) Then illustrate by examples that are important in real life. 
(5) Burn the mathematics. (6) If you can't succeed in 4, burn 3. 
This last I did often.”

Think about the story that the mathematical models are telling
Tell the story using clear language
Use real-life examples to illustrate and make it relevant



What do we mean by a data story? 



What do we mean?

• One, two or three charts plus up to 300 words of text that tell a clear story

• Not an interactive data visualisation  

• Plenty of good examples (not all of them are data stories in the sense we mean)

• Economist – Graphic Detail 

• Financial Times – Data Points

• Our world in data 



What do we mean?

• A data visualisation tells you what has happened; a data story tells you why something 
has happened/ with what consequences 

• i.e. there is an underlying  narrative

• The charts play the starring role in telling the story; The words play a supporting role, 
providing context, any required explanation, drawing out key findings and implications

• A key test is whether the story is clear without referring to the text.

• The charts themselves must be clear and informative



What we don’t mean (1)

Silver bullet or sticking plaster? Weight-loss drugs and the UK's obesity crisis | Nesta

www.nesta.org.uk/healthy-life/ Is this a data story?

The visuals are good but this is a standard article. The words tell the story. 

What would you need to do to make this into a data story?

• Cut the text
• Make the piece more focused – there should be one main message 
• Ensure that the charts tell the story 

https://www.nesta.org.uk/data-visualisation-and-interactive/silver-bullet-or-sticking-plaster-weight-loss-drugs-and-the-uks-obesity-crisis/
http://www.nesta.org.uk/healthy-life/


Silver bullet or sticking plaster? Weight-loss drugs and the UK's obesity crisis | Nesta

Good chart/ not so good chart?

https://www.nesta.org.uk/data-visualisation-and-interactive/silver-bullet-or-sticking-plaster-weight-loss-drugs-and-the-uks-obesity-crisis/


What we don’t mean (2) Data Hub Explore - Economics Observatory

It looks like a data story.
The chart is the focus; the words supplement the chart

But the chart does not tell a story – no meaningful connections

The data tell us what has happened to the gender gap over time 
But not why, or with what consequences

The text does this with claims about what drives the gender gap
But the piece tells, not shows

Is this a data story?

https://www.economicsobservatory.com/explore


What we don’t mean (2) Data Hub Explore - Economics Observatory

How could this be turned into a data story? 

He-cessions/ she-cessions
• Show recessions on the chart

Added worker effect
• Add information on earnings

Other stories?
• Effects of policies
• Cross-country comparison – countries with different 

paths – if this illuminates the drivers of the gender gap

https://www.economicsobservatory.com/explore


What we don’t mean (2) Data Hub Explore - Economics Observatory

What about the chart

Total is unnecessary, as is plotting the gap
Two axes are confusing
Axes labelling 
Line labelling 
Title 

https://www.economicsobservatory.com/explore


A good data story:
• Has a clear focus 

• Does not just tell you what has happened but uncovers 
connections 

• Sheds light on important economic relationships through

• Comparisons between different groups – eg with different 
outcomes/ characteristics

• Comparisons over time – eg related to key events/ policy 
changes 

• Uses graphics that are engaging, easy to understand 

• Uses the text to expand/ explain/ discuss 

• See Economist’s Graphic Detail, FT’s visual and data journalism

“The purpose of data storytelling is to 
deliver fresh insights or knowledge to your 
audience that will educate them. Discover 
hidden patterns, trends, or correlations in 
data that are not immediately apparent. 
Data visualizations may be used to show 

information in a way that uncovers 
important connections and helps your 

audience develop a deeper grasp of the 
subject matter.”

Melis Altinoluk (Data Detective)
How To Craft A Data Story?



Movie Subtitles and English Language Acquisition | NBER

Would this make a good data story?

Makes a comparison between two groups
that uncovers an important relationship

Is the chart engaging and clear?

The point is not immediately obvious (title)
Colours/ labelling work
Axes labels?

https://www.nber.org/digest/202510/movie-subtitles-and-english-language-acquisition?page=1&perPage=50


Would this make a good data story?

Comparison between groups/ over time
Too much going on. Lack of focus
Needs a why

Is the chart engaging and clear?

The point is not immediately obvious
Needs a heading
Colours work 
Point labels? 
Scale of data (levels/ logs)
Non-linear fit/ outliers



Explaining the consumption gap - speech by Catherine L Mann | Bank of England

Would this make a good data story?

Comparison between groups/ over time
Lack of a clear focus
RHS chart could be combined with data on
inflation expectations/ consumer spending

Are the charts engaging and clear?

Confusing colours! 
The point is not immediately obvious
Needs a heading

https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/speech/2025/october/catherine-l-mann-keynote-speech-at-resolution-foundation


Can AI replace junior workers?

Would this make a good data story?

Makes a comparison over time (linked to
a specific event) and between two groups
that uncovers an important relationship

Are the charts engaging and clear?

Colours/ labelling work
Axes are clear
Title? 

https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2025/10/13/can-ai-replace-junior-workers


Creating good charts



• This is not a data visualization course 

• Your aim is to create the simplest chart(s) that display the data accurately and make 
the point clearly

• Think about the type of chart

• FT Visual Vocabulary (https://ft-interactive.github.io/visual-vocabulary/)

• Data to Viz (https://www.data-to-viz.com/#connection)

https://ft-interactive.github.io/visual-vocabulary/
https://www.data-to-viz.com/#connection


Example 4

https://medium.economist.com/mistakes-weve-drawn-a-few-8cdd8a42d368

Display the data accurately, make the point clearly



Display the data accurately, make the point clearly





https://ourworldindata.org/does-the-news-reflect-what-we-die-fromhttps://ourworldindata.org/does-the-news-reflect-what-we-die-from

Display the data accurately, make the point clearly



https://ourworldindata.org/does-the-news-reflect-what-we-die-from



Think about 
the axis

Here a 
compressed axis 
works because 
the comparison 
matters. But it can 
exaggerate 
changes

https://medium.economist.com/mistakes-weve-drawn-a-few-8cdd8a42d368

Display the data accurately, make the point clearly



https://medium.economist.com/mistakes-weve-drawn-a-few-8cdd8a42d368

Display the data accurately, make the point clearly



The Y axis metric is 
included in the sub-title; 
you don’t need a 
separate axis label

Quantitative data 
should start from 
zero by default

X axis label not needed because time 
is obvious. The frequency of the data 
is appropriate to what is being shown.

The heading tells 
you what to take-
away from the 
chart

The lines are labelled 
so it’s easy to tell what 
they show (easier to 
read than a legend). 
And the colours are 
different (but which 
one do you focus on?)

The source is given – plus some 
further info on the data

The timing of key events is 
shown with vertical lines, 
helping you to see the discrete 
change caused by the event. 
The vertical lines are labelled.



Starting your data story



Ideas Data

I’ve got a good idea, let’s find the data to explore it 

Here’s something interesting in the data, what’s the 
causes/ consequences

It will take 
several 

iterations to 
develop 

your story



Practical next steps

• Start thinking about ideas – think back to writing the opinion piece 

• Reading, reflection 

• Explore sources of data

• https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/links/data_free/

• Look critically at examples

https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/links/data_free/


Questions?


