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1.0 Introduction.  

Writing Statistical/research reports like journalist, is a guide to writing stories about numbers, 

this document was prepared following rigorous review of various documents and scholarly work. 

The document   was designed to empower Analysts and Researchers in any field, Project 

Managers, Business practioners, Marketing professionals, entrepreneurs, Financiers, consultants, 

Advisors, accademicians  and readers, to gain practical skills of writing  and transforming 

quantitative reports/numbers into qualitative. The compellation was greatly followed  the 

framework of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE),   Work Session 

on Statistical Dissemination and Communication, other scholarly papers from the African 

scholars, and the experiences of the writer in the field.  

The writer, believes that, everyone can be a good writer, And is convinced that, whoever reviews 

and consider the knowledge provided in this document, He/she will be “saved” from quantitative 

report writing sins. (Mistakes) .  

1.2 Guide objectives.  

The guide is designed to serve as a practical tool to help managers, statisticians, Researchers and 

media relations officers  who  use text, tables, graphics and other information , to bring statistics 

to life through the use of  effective writing techniques. 

It contains suggestions, guidelines and examples – but not golden rules. This publication 

recognizes that there are many practical and cultural differences among statistical offices, and 

that approaches vary from country to country, Region to region, sector to sector, company to 

company, Department t to department,  and person to person all over the world.  

 

2. Guide presentation.  

This section presents information’s on what is needed in writing statistical research reports 

2.1.1 What is a statistical story? 

A statistical story is one that doesn‟t just recite data in words. It tells a story about the Data. 

Readers tend to recall ideas more easily than they do to  data. A statistical story conveys a 
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message that tells readers what happened, who did it, when and where it happened, and 

hopefully, why and how it happened.  

A statistical story can;- 

 Provide general awareness/perspective/context; 

 Inform debate on specific issues 

In journalistic terms, the number alone is not the story. A statistical story shows readers the 

significance, importance and relevance of the most current information.  

In other words, it answers the question: Why should my audience want to read about this? 

Finally, a statistical story should contain material that is newsworthy. Ask yourself: Is the 

information sufficiently important and novel to attract coverage in the news media? 

The media may choose a different focus. But they have many other factors to consider when 

choosing a story line. 

Statistical story-telling is about 

 Catching the reader‟s attention with a headline or image; 

 Providing the story behind the numbers in an easily understood, interesting and 

entertaining fashion; 

 Encouraging journalists and others to consider how statistics might add impact to just 

about every story they have to tell 

2.1.2 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. 

Most agencies rely mainly on two means of communicating information on the economic and 

social conditions of a country and its citizens: the Internet and the media. 
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The Internet has become an important tool for making access easier to the agency‟s information. 

More and more members of the public access an agency‟s data directly on its website. Still, most 

citizens get their statistical information from the media, and, in fact, the media remain the 

primary channel of communication between statistical offices and the general public.  

An effective way for a statistical office to communicate through both means is to tell a statistical 

story that is written as clearly, concisely and simply as possible. The goal for the Internet is to 

better inform the public through direct access. When writing for the media, the aim is to obtain 

positive, accurate and informative coverage. 

Statistics can tell people something about the world they live in. But not everyone is adept at 

understanding statistics by themselves. Consequently, statistical stories can, and must, provide a 

helping hand. 

Last, but certainly not least, the availability of statistics in the first place depends on the willing 

cooperation of survey respondents. Statistical agencies cannot just rely on their legal authority to 

ensure a suitable response rate. 

The availability of statistics also depends on the extent to which survey respondents understand 

that data serve an important purpose by providing a mirror on the world in which we live. The 

more a statistical agency can show the relevance of its data, the more respondents will be 

encouraged to provide the data.  

2.2 Publication and Reporting Considerations  

Statistical and research agencies must take into account a number of key elements in publishing 

statistical and research stories. 

First, the public must feel that it can rely on its national statistical and research office, and the 

information it publishes. Statistical stories and the data they contain must be informative and 

initiate discussion, but never themselves be open to discussion. In other words, the information 

must be accurate and the agency‟s integrity should never come into question. 

Statistical and Research agencies should always be independent and unbiased in everything they 

publish. Stories must be based on high-quality data which are suitable to describe the issues they 

address. Changes in statistical values over time, for example, should be discussed only if they are 

determined by statisticians to be statistically significant. 
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Agencies should always guarantee the confidentiality of data on individual persons or 

businesses. Indeed, statistical stories may not identify, or in any way reveal, data on individuals 

or businesses. 

In their statistical storytelling, agencies must take into account the position and feelings of 

certain vulnerable groups in society. Information on these groups should be made available, but 

the goal should always be to inform the public. Agencies should never seek publicity for 

themselves at the expense of these particular target groups. 

 

“The various scholars suggest that statistical agencies should, for the benefit of the 

Citizens they serve, formulate a policy that explains how their practices protect the 

Privacy and confidentiality of personal information . This policy should be given a 

Prominent position on the agency’s website” 

2.3 How to write a statistical story 

Do you have a story? 

First and foremost, you need a story to tell. You should think in terms of issues or themes, rather 

than a description of data. Specifically, you need to find meaning in the statistics. A technical 

report is not a story, nor is there a story in conducting a survey. 

A story tells the reader briefly what you found and why it is important to the reader. 

Focus on how the findings affect people. If readers are able to relate the information to important 

events in their life, your article becomes a lot more interesting. 

Statistical offices have an obligation to make the data they collect useful to the public. 

Stories get people interested in statistical information and help them to understand what the 

information means in their lives. After they read good statistical stories, people should feel wiser 

and informed, not confused 

Possible topics/themes for stories: 

 Current security Matters (calture conflicts,) 

 Current interest (policy agenda, media coverage, etc.); 

 Reference to everyday life (food prices, health, etc.); 

 Reference to a particular group (teens, women, the elderly, etc.); 

 Personal experiences (transportation, education, etc.); 
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 Holidays (Independence Day, Christmas, etc.); 

 Current events (statistics on a topic frequently in the news); 

2.4 Write like a journalist: The “inverted pyramid” 

How can statisticians communicate like journalists? By writing their stories the way journalists 

do. The bonus is that the media are more likely to use the information. 

Journalists use the “inverted pyramid” style. Simply, you write about your conclusions at the top 

of the news story, and follow with secondary points in order of decreasing importance 

throughout the text. 

Think of a typical analytical article as a right-side-up pyramid. In the opening section, you 

introduce the thesis you want to prove. In following sections, you introduce the dataset, you do 

your analysis and you wrap things up with a set of conclusions. 

Journalists invert this style. They want the main findings from those conclusions right up top in 

your news story. They don‟t want to have to dig for the story. 

You build on your story line throughout the rest of the text. If the text is long, use Subheadings 

to strengthen the organization and break it into manageable, meaningful Sections. Use a verb in 

subheadings, such as: “Gender gap narrows slightly.” 

2.5 The lead: Your first paragraph 

The first paragraph, or lead, is the most important element of the story. The lead not only has to 

grab the reader‟s attention and draw him or her into the story, but it also has to capture the 

general message of the data. 

The lead is not an introduction to the story. On the contrary, it should tell a story about the data. 

It summarizes the story line concisely, clearly and simply. 

It should contain few numbers. In fact, try writing the first sentence of the lead using no figures 

at all. 

Don‟t try to summarize your whole report. Rather, provide the most important and Interesting 

facts. And don‟t pack it with assumptions, explanations of methodology or information on how 

you collected the data 
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The lead paragraph should also place your findings in context, which makes them more 

interesting. Research shows that it is easier to remember a news report if it establishes relevance, 

or attempts to explain a particular finding. Exercise caution, though. It is not a good idea to 

speculate, especially if your statistical office cannot empirically establish causality, or does not 

produce projections. 

Give enough information so the reader can decide whether to continue reading. But keep it tight. 

Some authors suggest five lines or fewer – not five sentences – for the opening paragraph. 

Poor:  A new study probes the relationship between parental education and income and 

participation in post-secondary education from 1999 to 2017. 

Good: Despite mounting financial challenges during the 1990s, young people from moderate 

and low-income families were no less likely to attend university in 2017 than they were in 1999, 

according to a new study.  

Finally: there is no contradiction between getting attention and being accurate. 

Remember: 

 Focus on one or two findings; 

 Write in everyday language (the “popular science” level, eg. Don‟t use the word mean , 

but =use average instead); 

 Create images for your readers; 

 Focus on the things you want readers to remember; 

 Choose the points you think are newsworthy and timely 

2.6 Good writing techniques 

Write clearly and simply, using language and a style that the layperson can understand.   

Pretend you are explaining your findings to a friend or relative who is unfamiliar with the subject 

or statistics in general. Your readers may not be expert users who often go straight to the data 

tables (Please don’t prove to know so much unless if you are to read the report yourself) 

 

Terms meaningful to an economist may be foreign to a layperson, so avoid jargon. Use everyday 

language as much as possible. If you have to use difficult terms or acronyms, you should explain 

them the first time they are used.  
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Remember: on the Internet, people want the story quickly. Write for the busy, time sensitive 

reader. Avoid long, complex sentences. Keep them short and to the point. 

Paragraphs should contain no more than three sentences. 

Paragraphs should start with a theme sentence that contains no numbers 

Example: Rwanda population had a higher growth last year than the year before. The 

increase amounted to 40000 people, or a growth rate of 0.8%.  

 

 

Large numbers are difficult to grasp. Use the words millions, billions or trillions. Instead of 

4,556,119, write “about 4.6 million.” You can also make data simpler and more comprehensible 

by using rates, such as per capita or per square mile. Some suggestions follow. 

Use: 

 Language that people understand; 

 Short sentences, short paragraphs; 

 One main idea per paragraph; 

 Subheadings to guide the reader‟s eye; 

 Simple language: “Get,” not “acquire.” “About,” not “approximately.” “Same,” not 

“identical”; 

 Bulleted lists for easy scanning; 

 A good editor. Go beyond Spell-Check; ask a colleague to read your article; 

 Active voice. “We found that…” Not: “It was found that....”; 

 Numbers in a consistent fashion: For example, choose 20 or twenty, and stick with your 

choice; 

 Rounded numbers (both long decimals and big numbers); 

 Embedded quotes (these are sentences that generally explain “how” or “why”, and which 

journalists like to use verbatim in their news stories in quotes); 

 URLs, or electronic 

Note. A report is not about the number of pages, it‟s the relevant information you have to 

present”  

Avoid: 

 “Elevator statistics”: This went up, this went down, and this went up; 
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 Jargon and technical terms; 

 Acronyms; 

 All capital letters and all italics: Mixed upper and lower case is easier to read; 

 “Table reading”, that is, describing every cell of a complex table in your text. 

Not Good: From January to August, the total square metres of utility floor space building starts 

rose by 20.5% from the January to August period last year. 

Better: In the first eight months of 2004, the amount of utility floor space started was about 20% 

higher than in the same period of 2003. 

2.7 Headlines: Make them compelling 

If your agency‟s particular style calls for a headline on top of a statistical story, here are some 

suggestions to keep in mind. 

Readers are most likely to read the headline before deciding to read the full story. 

Therefore, it should capture their attention. The headline should be short and make people want 

to read on. It should say something about the findings presented in the article, not just the theme. 

Write the headline after you have written your story. Headlines are so important that most 

newspapers employ copy editors who craft the headlines for every story. Because the 

information is likely new to them, these editors can focus more readily on the most interesting 

aspects of the story. 

In the same vein, statistical agencies might consider a similar arrangement. The individual who 

writes the headline could be different than the story‟s author. 

Headlines should: 

 Be informative, appealing, magnetic, interesting and newsy, and incorporate:  

o The highest since, 

o The lowest since…; 

o Something new; 

o The first time, 

o A record,  

o A continuing trend; 

 Make you want to read the story, not scare you off; 

 Summarize the most important finding; 



 

11 
 

 Be no longer than one line of type; 

 Not try to tell everything; 

 Contain few numbers, if any at all; 

 Have a verb or implied verb. 

 

2.8 Tips for writing for the Internet 

1. The principles of good writing also apply to writing for the Internet, but keep in mind 

some additional suggestions. 

2. People scan material on the Internet. They are usually in a hurry. Grabbing their attention 

and making the story easy to read are very important. 

3. You also have different space limitations on the Internet than on paper. Stories that make 

the reader scroll through too many pages are not effective. Avoid making the reader 

scroll horizontally. 

4. Format the page so the story can be printed properly, without text being cut off by margin 

settings. A common solution is to include a link to a „print friendly version‟, usually 

another page with navigation menus and banners removed. 

5. Write your text so the reader can get your point without having to force themselves to 

concentrate. Use structural features such as bulleted lists, introductory summaries and 

clear titles that can stand alone.  

6. Don‟t use ALL CAPITAL LETTERS on the Internet. It looks like you‟re shouting. 

7. Underline only words that are electronic links. Use boldface rather than underlining for 

emphasis. Avoid italic typefaces because they are much harder to read. 

8. Make sure your story is printed on a contrasting background color: either light lettering 

on a dark background or the reverse. High contrast improves readability on the Internet. 

Make sure items are clearly dated so readers can determine if the story is current. 
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2.9 Graphs 

A picture is indeed worth a thousand words, or a thousand data points. Graphs (or charts) can be 

extremely effective in expressing key results, or illustrating a presentation. 

An effective graph has a clear, visual message, with an analytical heading. If a graph tries to do 

too much, it becomes a puzzle that requires too much work to decipher. In the worst case, it 

becomes just plain misleading. 

Go the extra mile for your audience so that they can easily understand your point. 

 

 

Good statistical graphics: 

 Show the big picture by presenting many data points; 

 Are “paragraphs” of data that convey one finding or a single concept; 

 Highlight the data by avoiding extra information and distractions, sometimes called “non-

data ink” and “chart-junk”;  

 Present logical visual patterns. 

When creating graphics, let the data determine the type of graph. For example, use a 

Line graph for data over time, or a bar graph for categorical data. To ensure you are not 

Loading too many things into a graph, write a topic sentence for the graph. 

 

Achieve clarity in your graphics by: 

 Using solids rather than patterns for line styles and fills; 

 Avoiding data point markers on line graphs; 

 Using data values on a graph only if they don‟t interfere with the reader‟s ability to see 

the big picture; 

 Starting the Y axis scale at zero; 

 Using only one unit of measurement per graphic; 

 Using two-dimensional designs for two-dimensional data; 

 Making all text on the graph easy to understand; 

 Not using abbreviations; 

 Avoiding acronyms; 

 Writing labels from left to right; 
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 Using proper grammar; 

 Avoiding legends except on maps. 

 

 

2.10 Tables 

Good tables complement text. They should present numbers in a concise, well-organized fashion 

to support the analysis. Tables help minimize numbers in the statistical story. They also eliminate 

the need to discuss insignificant variables that are not essential to the story line. 

Make it easy for readers to find and understand numbers in your table. Standard presentation 

tables are generally small. One decimal place will be adequate for most data. In specific cases, 

however, two or more decimal places may be required to illustrate subtle differences in a 

distribution. 

Presentation tables rank data by order or other hierarchies to make the numbers easily digestible. 

They also show the figures that are highest and the lowest, as well as other outliers. Save large 

complex tables for supporting material. 

Always right-justify the numbers to emphasize their architecture. The guidelines listed for 

graphics above, such as highlighting data by avoiding “non-data ink”, also apply to the 

presentation of tables. 

While graphics should be accompanied by an analytical heading, titles are preferred for tables. 

They should be short and describe the table‟s precise topic or message. 

2.11 Maps 

Maps can be used to illustrate differences or similarities across geographical areas. 

Local or regional patterns, which may be hidden within tables or charts, are often made clear by 

using a well-designed map. 

Maps are a rapidly expanding area of data presentation, with methods of geographic analysis and 

presentation becoming more accessible and easier to use. The cost of Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS), or software capable of mapping statistics, has decreased rapidly in the last ten 

years. Mapping that was once expensive, or required specialist hardware, is now within reach of 
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most organizations. GIS analysis and presentation are now taught in schools and universities, 

Even at WSA Innovations, we facilitated GIS. 

Producing statistical maps can be a simple process. The most common type of statistical map is 

the choropleth map, where different shades of a colour are used to show contrast between regions 

(usually a darker colour means a larger statistical value). This type of map is best used for ratio 

data (e.g. population density), where the denominator is usually area (e.g. square kilometres) or 

population. 'Count ' data which has no denominator (e.g. total number of sheep in each region), 

are best illustrated using proportional or graduated symbol maps. With proportional symbol 

maps, the size of a symbol, such as a circle, increases in proportion to the value of the statistic. 

All mapping software should be capable of producing these two map types. Other types of map 

are possible but are best retained for specialist audiences. 

When designing a map, always think about the audience and try to make it quick and easy for 

them to understand. If there is a natural association between a colour and a topic (e.g. blue for 

cold temperatures) then it would be sensible to use that colour for the legend. When choosing 

your legend classes, do not use complex methods unless your audience will understand them. 

Choosing classes of equal size, or classes containing similar numbers of events, are the most 

common methods. When choosing how many coloured classes to use, less is often more. Fewer 

classes emphasize similarity between areas and more classes emphasize the differences.  

It should be possible for any statistical map to be read by a user without reference to other 

information and knowledge. Maps should always have a title and a legend that adequately 

explain the statistical units, the date that the statistical information was collected or produced and 

the geographic area type used. The source of statistical data should also be clearly stated. 

Footnotes may be used to clarify this information where needed and help to simplify titles. 

 

2.12 How to encourage good writing 

Each statistical and research agency, Office or staff etc may have its own ideas on ways to 

reward quality writing. But here are some general suggestions. 

 Set goals, such as a number of stories to be written each year; 
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 Reward good writers for the best headline, most contributions, etc; 

 Make writing an expected part of the job rather than a sideline; 

 Explore techniques for building enthusiasm for writing; 

 Show staff the results of their writing: Post newspaper or magazine coverage 

 Initiated by their stories on an office bulletin board; 

 Provide training. 

2.3 Writing about data: Make the numbers “stick” 

Numbers don‟t “talk”. But they should communicate a message, effectively and clearly. 

How well they do this depends a lot on how well authors use numbers in their text. 

In a sense, journalists and statisticians are from two cultures. They tend not to talk the same 

language. Journalists communicate with words; statisticians communicate with numbers. 

Journalists are often uncomfortable when it comes to numbers. Many are unable even to 

calculate a percentage increase. So here are some suggestions for making the data “stick”: 

Don‟t peel the onion. Get to the point: 

Poor: “The largest contributor to the monthly increase in the CPI was a 0.5% rise in the 

transportation index.” 

Better: “Higher auto insurance premiums and air fares helped push up consumer prices this 

month.” 

Avoid proportions in brackets: 

Poor: “Working seniors were also somewhat more likely than younger people to report unpaid 

family work in 2004 (12% versus 4%).  

Better: “About 12% of working seniors reported unpaid family work in 2004, compared with 

4% for younger people. 

 

 

Watch percentage changes vs. proportions: A percentage change and a percentage point change 

are two different things. When you subtract numbers expressed as proportions, the result is a 

percentage point difference, not a percentage change. 

Wrong: “The proportion of seniors who were in the labour force rose by 5% from 15% in 2012 

to 20% in 2014.”  



 

16 
 

Right: “The proportion of seniors who were in the labour force rose five percentage points from 

15% in 2012 to 20% in 2014.” 

 

Avoid changing denominators: 

Confusing: “Two out of every five Canadians reported that they provided care for a senior in 

2001, compared with one in seven in 1996, according to the census.” 

Clearer: “About 40% of Canadians reported that they provided care for a senior in 2001, up 

from 14% in 1996, according to the census.” 

Reduce big numbers to understandable levels: 

Cumbersome: “Of the $246.8 billion in retail spending last year consumers spent $86.4 billion 

on cars and parts, and $59.3 billion on food and beverages.” 

Easy to grasp: “Of every $100 spent in retail stores last year, consumers spent $31 on cars and 

parts, compared with only $23 on food and beverages.” 

 

2.14 Evaluating the impact 

 

2.14.1 Media analysis 

It is a good idea for statistical agencies to monitor the impact of their statistical stories in the 

print and electronic media from the point of view of both the number of “hits” and the quality of 

coverage. 

 

Useful resources for gauging the breadth, balance and effectiveness of media coverage include 

Google News, LexisNexis, blogs, and electronic and paper subscriptions. 

 

Monitoring coverage can help managers determine if more work is needed to educate journalists, 

statisticians or key stakeholders about better ways of conveying the meaning of numbers in 

language that laypeople can understand. Monitoring would include 

1. Keyword searches to measure extent of media coverage; 
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2. Total coverage for a pre-determined period of time; 

3. Daily coverage to identify spikes; 

4. Comparing coverage to established baselines; 

5. Prior releases of the same data product; 

6. Qualitative methods to analyses media coverage; 

7. Correct interpretation of the numbers; 

8. Coverage of target audiences; 

9. Inclusion of key story-line messages; 

10. Inclusion of core corporate messages; 

11. Effective use of illustrative embedded graphics; 

12. Tone of story (positive/negative); 

13. Tone of quotes from external spokespersons (positive/negative). 

2.14.2 Website analysis 

 

Monitoring Internet traffic with website usage software can help determine types of stories most 

in demand. You should look for: 

The number of page views, visits, etc., to specific pages; 

Where visitors are coming from; 

Where visitors are going when they leave your pages 

 

 

In addition, surveys of users of your site – both media and general users – can help target and 

improve the information available. You should: 

1) Ask the customer if they found what they were looking for when they came to the site; 

2) Target specific questions to known users of the site; 

3) Ask how the site is used and how often; 

4) Assess general satisfaction with the site; 

5) Solicit recommendations for change or additional topics; 

6) Use focus groups with media representatives to explore needs, approaches and reactions. 
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