
IT’S NOT ENOUGH TO PRESENT NUMBERS – CLIENTS 
AND MANAGEMENT WANT MORE VISUAL REPORTING. 
JUST MAKE SURE IT’S MEANINGFUL, AS WELL AS PRETTY
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I 
have an all-time favourite TED Talks 
moment. It comes about three minutes 
into a presentation by the Swedish health 
professor Hans Rosling (see bit.ly/hans_
rosling_ted). 

Rosling presents a giant slide depicting all 
the countries in the world as bubbles on a 
graph: the size of each bubble relates to the 

country’s population. Across the graph’s X axis is 
average family size; on the Y axis is life expectancy. 

Rosling uses the image to convey the contrast 
between developed countries (smaller families 
and longer lives) and developing countries (larger 
families and shorter lives). Even as a static graph, it 
off ers an interesting insight. Th en Rosling presses 
his clicker. 

Th e giant graph suddenly springs to life, 
updating itself from its start point in 1962. As the 
years progress and countries’ economies develop, 
so the bubbles start to move, happily congregating 
in the graph’s top left-hand corner, where family 

sizes are manageable and lives are long. Rosling 
leaps about the stage as the impact of China’s 
economic miracle comes to life on screen. Th e 
crowd’s cheers get louder and louder. 

Don’t worry – this isn’t to say all fi nance 
professionals must become charismatic TED 
presenters. But there is a message here: we have a 
growing responsibility to present information in an 
exciting way. After all, we can’t complain about a 
lack of data – or visualisation tools for that matter. 

One of the world’s hottest presentation tools 
is Prezi. If you haven’t come across it, imagine 
PowerPoint with intuitive, interactive capabilities 
and all sorts of amazing zooming functionality. 
Th e cloud-based app has about 70 million users, 
who, between them, have created more than 
250 million ‘prezis’. 

Prezi co-founder Adam Somlai-Fischer, who 
trained as an architect before moving into design, 
is at the cutting edge of how to present data. 
He and the team at Prezi have done a lot of 

MAKE YOUR 

 DATA 
BEAUTIFUL
WORDS Matthew Rock ILLUSTRATIONS Fernando Volken Togni

042-045_AAT52_feat_data.indd   42 23/08/2016   12:59



 44

research into how we respond to diff erent types 
of information – textual, visual and so on – and 
when we best retain it. 

According to the Prezi paper Th e Science of 
Eff ective Presentations, it takes just a quarter 
of a second for the brain to process and attach 
meaning to a symbol. By contrast, it takes us an 
average of six seconds to read 20 to 25 words. 
Similarly, presentations using visual aids are 
43% more persuasive than those without.

For Somlai-Fischer, the linear structure of 
traditional PowerPoint presentations doesn’t 
correspond with how the brain actually consumes 
information. Bullet points, for example, are “a 
really ineffi  cient way” of presenting information, 
he says. Th ey compress lots of concepts but, 
rather than off ering any structure, they simply 
list them. Viewers have to do too much work 
to deconstruct the information.

Th e new school of presentation tools – such as 
Prezi, Tableau, Qlik’s off erings and even Microsoft’s 
new Power BI – play to how our memory actually 
works. Th ey present information and ideas 
contextually – that is, in relation to similar ideas 
– rather than just in one dimension. In doing so, 
they activate diff erent parts of the brain, which 
allows us to retain the information more easily. 

Microsoft Excel presents similar problems 
to PowerPoint. Sure, it’s brilliant at pumping 
through numbers and disgorging them into giant 
spreadsheets, but is that what clients want? Can 
endless columns of bewildering fi gures really be 
described as off ering value-adding insight?

Instant insight
AAT Licensed Accountant Claire Owen-Jones 
runs a small practice, Loud and Clear Accounting, 
in Cardiff . Her clients are mainly entrepreneurs, 

and these days she no longer provides them 
with spreadsheets. Instead, she uses Xero 
add-ons such as CrunchBoards and Spotlight 
Reporting, which turn numbers into graphs 
and charts. “Business owners want instant 
information, and this way they can see trends 

and patterns straight away.” 
Owen-Jones, who studied fi ne art at university 

before becoming an accountant, thinks this more 
visual approach will become standard practice, 
and that all fi nance professionals should master 
such technologies. “Open up to it, or you’ll be 
left behind,” she warns.

Alistair Hynd recently wrote a best-practice 
fi nancial-modelling guide for ICAEW’s Corporate 
Finance Faculty. He reckons that accountants must 
“step up” in terms of how they present information. 
“Gone are the days when management accounts 
were often just a dump of fi nancial data, with a 
bit of superfi cial commentary alongside,” says 
Hynd, who’s also head of fi nancial modelling at 
accountancy network RSM. 

Among large, sophisticated corporates, board 
packs are getting ever more visual, he says. In 
particular, these packs are better visualising 

Spotlight Reporting 
(far left) and 
Prezi are among a 
slew of new data-
visualisation tools 
that are jazzing up the 
world’s presentations 
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the relationship between business performance 
indicators and overall financial outcomes. 

But Hynd, Owen-Jones and others share one 
concern about all this: however intoxicating 
your visuals, they’re a fat lot of use if you don’t 
know which numbers are most pertinent to the 
company in the first place. 

Look pretty and say nothing 
There are two key issues here. First, you’ve got 
to really know the underlying business: the 
sector it’s in, whether it’s declining or growing, 
the company’s position in the market, standard 
margins, seasonality, the scale and flexibility  
of the headcount, the nature of the other  
operating costs, and so on. Then, crucially,  
you need to understand which graphical  
formats work best in particular circumstances. 

Explaining how best to present complex 
information is the life’s work of Stephen Few, the 
godfather of data visualisation and author of the 
2006 book Information Dashboard Design.

“Different forms of display serve different 
purposes,” says Few. “If people need precise 
numbers, they won’t get that from a graph —  
a table of numbers will work much better. If 
people need an easy way to look up particular 
values, a well-organised table of numbers 
supports this well, but a graph does not.”

On the other hand, he explains, if people need 
to see patterns among a set of values, such as 
a historical pattern of change, then a graphical 
display, such as a line graph, will make that 
pattern visible in a way that a table could never do. 

“Never display data graphically simply to make 
it pretty,” he says. “The numbers that we present 
are not engaged in a beauty contest. They have a 
story to tell and they rely on us to tell it clearly  
and thoughtfully.”

 The proliferation of data-visualisation tools has 
led people to overlook the core principles of what 
Few calls “data sense-making”, and to believe that 
it’s easy to bring complex information to life.

“They [vendors of visualisation tools] have tried 
to compete with one another by providing visual 
effects and useless charts that look cool but are 
not well designed for presenting data clearly and 

accurately with relative ease,” he says. “We must 
stuff socks in the mouths of marketers and shift 
the message from the gospel of salvation through 
technologies to an emphasis on human skills.”

Few’s blog (perceptualedge.com) is chock-
full of articles focused on these human skills, 
featuring headlines such as ‘Averages aren’t 
what they used to be and never were’, ‘When are 
100% stacked bar graphs useful?’ and ‘Avoiding 
quantitative scales that make graphs hard to read’. 
It’s a goldmine for anyone whose job is to make  
a meaningful impact with numbers. 

Few’s big point is that presenting data is 
all about context. A number on its own is 
meaningless, he explains. It only becomes 
meaningful when it is understood in context. 

“For example, last month’s sales revenues  
can only be understood when compared to 
contextual values, such as the previous month’s 
revenues, revenues for the same month last year, 
revenues for the past few months, the revenue 
plan, and so on,” he says. “Always ask: ‘What 

should I show as context for this number to  
make it meaningful?’”

The web, as we all know, is overflowing 
with well-dressed data that falls apart under 
scrutiny. The job of the accountant is to use 
facts to puncture the ‘reality-distortion field’ in 
which many salespeople and business leaders 
exist. Those facts must be correct, relevant and 
shown in context. And, increasingly, it helps if 
they look great.

Left: Prezi co-founder 
Adam Somlai-Fischer 

has declared war  
on “inefficient”  

bullet points 

Right: Hans Rosling  
is a master of 

presenting beautiful, 
insightful data PA
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