
How to Tell Stories with Data Erick Elgin
Jo Latimore

L.J. Mehrhoff, Univ. of Connecticut, Bugwood.org



Loss of habitat
Increase runoff
Increase erosion
Increase in pollutant loading

• Sediment
• Nutrients

Change in vegetation
Increase in impervious surfaces

Increase in hardening
=



Map from Midwest Glacial Lakes Partnership

Loss of 
shoreline 

habitat is a 
regional issue

~70% of lakes in 
southern MI are 

intensely developed
- Wehrly et al. 2012



NATURAL SHORELINE (1938)
TO

DEVELOPED SHORELINE (2014)



Unimpacted

Highly impacted



UW-Extension Healthy Lakes 

Balance our needs with the protection of the waterbody

Modified from Wisconsin Healthy Lakes

Access

Views

Shoreline Stability
Fish & Wildlife Habitat

Privacy

Recreation



Data driven story

Goal: increase awareness and motivate change
Audience: Lakefront owners
How do you want them to use the data: Want them to see the seriousness of 
the problem and act on their property



Communication is critical to 
inspiring action.



This is your brain on bullet points



This is your brain on stories
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Communicating data requires more than just 
handing over data 

The data needs:
• Context that connects to the 

audience's values
• To be memorable and relatable 

(that's why stories help) 
• Help to make it understandable



What is your 
goal?

Who is your target 
audience?

How do you want them 
to use your data?

Best delivery method to 
get the desired action



Another story with data
Goal: Recruit volunteers
Audience: Civically active community members with little aquatic 

science knowledge
Want them to use our data to: Understand that some local streams are 

impaired and be motivated to volunteer



Lake Dragons











Status of our dragonflies, 2021-2022
 – Grand Traverse Bay Watershed

Data Source: MiCorps Volunteer Stream Monitoring Program



Join us to 
protect our 

streams



Another story with data
Goal: Recruit volunteers
Audience: Civically active community members with little aquatic 

science knowledge
Want them to use our data to: Understand that some local streams are 

impaired and be motivated to volunteer
Best delivery method:
 Provides necessary background
 Appeals to their values
 Incorporates a memorable story
 Avoids unnecessary detail



What is your goal?



Know your Audience

Who are they?

What prior experience do they have?

Why should they care?

How can you “hook” them?

What do they want to know?

How much time do they have?



Results: The pondweeds increased by 
more than 100% for each method
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Results Chara 

Pondweeds increased 
by more than 100% 
for each method



Presenting 
your data



Walk through your graph and data
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Slow reveal: Complex ideas or graph - Temperature and Oxygen Profiles
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Adding explanation to the data

Eutrophic

Oligotrophic

Mesotrophic



Using visual cues



Make results real with “image assist”
Clear Water State Turbid Water State

Modified from Hilt et al. 2018

Fast change



Set a scene that is relatable. 
It will help folks remember.

Temperature

Consider using diagrams as well



Big reveal at end or punchline first then describe?



Pondweed growth Pondweed grew 
by at least 100%
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Make sure you’re telling the accurate story and 
not just what you want.

Don’t cherry pick data



Magnuson 1990



Communicating 
through maps!





A few common data 
visualization mistakes













Datawrapper
https://www.datawrapper.de/

New York Times: Tracking Dangerous Heat in the U.S.
 https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/us/heat-wave-map-tracker.html

https://www.datawrapper.de/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/us/heat-wave-map-tracker.html


How to access MiCorps data

Step 1

Step 2

Step 3



Raw Data

Step 4



How to access individual lake reports



MiCorps.net -> CLMP documents -> scroll down to: 
CLMP Graphing Tool



Define your 
goal

Understand 
your audience

Select your 
data

Choose best 
delivery 
method

Achieve your 
goal

A storytelling approach to sharing your data will 
help you…



Questions?

CLMP Contacts

Erick Elgin – elgineri@msu.edu
Jo Latimore - latimor1@msu.edu
Jean Roth - jean.roth@mymlsa.org
Tamara Lipsey - lipseyt@michigan.gov

MiCorps@msu.edu
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