
 
 

Data Is a Storyteller 
Chiara Bersano 

Community Advocate’s note: The power of analytics—true analytics, not just 
reporting data—will make HR the strategic leaders of the workplace. Everything 
runs on people, after all. Still, we see a reluctance to share HR data. A growing 
number of organizations are establishing “people analytics specialists.” At this 
Analytics Retreat, we asked attendees to step outside their comfort zones with 
data. 

Contributed by Chiara Bersano, ASUG HR Volunteer Leader and Global HR Tech 
Advisor 

All good things come to an end. Summer is officially over, autumn has arrived, 
and to celebrate summer’s last two days, Americas’ SAP Users’ Group (ASUG) and 
IHRIM teamed up to host an Analytics Retreat in San Francisco. Here, as I 
witnessed, people analytics are beginning to flourish. 

The Analytics Retreat, held classroom style at SAP® SuccessFactors® 
headquarters in South San Francisco, brought experts together with colleagues 
from both HR and IT to learn and share experiences on creating an effective 
people analytics function. Compared to the mega-conferences, where it is a 
challenge to find the opportunity of direct human exchange, I was certainly 
impressed with the type of information shared by all participants—and not only 
by the presenters—and by the amount of interaction within the whole group. 
This was less a conference and more a true collaborative learning experience, 
which is a hallmark of ASUG education. 

 

http://www.ihrim.org/waf/2016-2-program


 
 
Shifting Dynamics for Analytics  

The shift in dynamics from operational analytics to true Workforce Analytics was 
palpable in the enthusiasm of the HR participants describing their use of data to 
inform, support, and drive talent management decisions. Kaiser Permanente and 
Genentech, to mention only two of our participants, conveyed the business case 
and urgency for generating the need for analytics and evaluations based on 
existing data. Analytics, they noted, is a function within HR that begs to be 
developed.  

Perhaps we need to change our mindsets and focal point for analytics. 
Genentech, for example, is conducting analytic investigations into Bay Area 
housing costs and commute time to measure diversity. Kaiser Permanente posed 
an interesting question: Do we provide data in response to questions asked, or 
do we use data to elicit questions and start a conversation? 

Bottom line: I think we need to change our point of view. 

Telling the Story in Pictures 

A natural requirement of the data analytics process is to share the results. How 
those results are shared—and how they are tailored to an audience—can make a 
big difference in decisions. 

To help the audience to better understand and visualize what it takes, author 
Cole Nussbaumer-Knaflic joined us to discuss how to make our data speak. As a 
member of the Google People Analytics team, Cole used data to attract, develop, 
and retain the best talent. Her book, “Storytelling with Data” (Wiley Press 2015), 
is focused on enabling business professionals to communicate effectively with 
data. 

The key to effective data analytics is to make the data come alive with visuals 
and present the data in the context of the situation. This might be the User 
Experience guide—perhaps a Part Two to the web usability book, “Don’t Make 
Me Think” by Steven Krug—to analytics. I would strongly recommend 
“Storytelling with Data” if you are in the business of driving decisions with data 
presentations to teams, executives, crowds, or even to yourself. 

Analytics That Are Ready to Rumble 

With storytelling in mind, we kicked off the second day of our Analytics Retreat 
with a Data Heroes Analyst Challenge, introduced with a Mixed Martial Arts 
“Let’s Get Ready to Rumble” theme—I highly recommend that you search for a 
video of it. In our challenge, data/software/visualization experts Alan Bainbridge 

http://www.storytellingwithdata.com/book/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/ambainbridge


 
 
of Intermountain Healthcare, Nery Castillo McIntyre of SanDisk, and Michael 
Grimm of Ingentis were given a half-hour to craft algorithms, images, and stories 
based on a 37,000+ person dataset. What they did in 30 minutes I would not 
think I could do in three months. Perhaps this exhibition will change my mind. 

The audience had the opportunity to witness how the three challengers pivoted 
the data, determined what issues to focus on, built graphics and, in turn, 
presented their results. Questions from the audience came thick and fast—on the 
tools being used, the choice of storyboards, and what would happen if only 25, 
rather than 30, minutes were on the clock. 

In a photo-finish, the winner was (drum rolls) Nery Castillo McIntyre. He raised 
the Belt of Champions and will enjoy the fruits of his labor for all time—or at 
least until the next analytics challenge.  

 
Mei Kim, HR Tech Manager at Capital Group and ASUG Volunteer Reporting and 
Analytics Special Interest Group Leader, did a roll call of attendees through 
facilitating an impromptu conversation of priorities, paths to success, and issues 
encountered in the setting-up of analytics tools, as corporations move from 
traditional Operational Reporting onto Advanced Reporting, Advanced Analytics, 
and Predictive Analytics—the Holy Grail—smartly noting that it is, in fact, adding 
tools to tools, with Operational Reporting truly never going out of fashion, but 
becoming more in the background.  

https://www.linkedin.com/in/nerycastillomcintyre
https://de.linkedin.com/in/grimmmichael
https://de.linkedin.com/in/grimmmichael


 
 

 
Some points to keep in mind in your own path to execution (random 
snippets): 

Analytics Strategy 

 Leaders pay me for good (HR) intuition—I want to make sure that 
intuition is backed by data. 

 Any firm can buy the data analysis it needs; what’s important is that HR 
connect the data to the internal consumer’s question. 

 In choosing between improving our analytics sophistication or our 
alignment with the business, we chose the latter—it’s a bigger bang for 
the buck. 

 We avoid high cost/low impact analytics projects “like the plague”. 
 Analytics will become commoditized over time—attrition models are 

increasingly the same from company to company. 
 Our job as analysts is to put leaders in a position to raise their batting 

average. 
 Let’s feed our leaders some questions to consider—don’t expect they 

know where to go next. 

Analytics Execution 

 HR analytics is one of the top-three capability gaps in HR (the others are 
Leadership and Culture/Engagement). 

 With a small team, we need to democratize analytics and deliver self-
service to the front lines. 

 Change management is under-utilized as a role in my analytics team. 
 Approaching analytics with a glass-half-full mentality helps smooth its 

adoption (optimizing success>reducing unfavorable outcomes). 
 Selecting the right methodology (decision trees, random forests) is 

important. 



 
 

 When visualizing data, eliminate as much clutter as possible. 
 There is almost no variable that, when changed in real time, will change 

the leader’s decision. 
 Turnover rates don’t matter—turnover pain does. 
 Data is the price of admission—if we bring data, we get the opportunity to 

ask questions about future priorities. 
 If you tell me [insert urban legend], I can myth-bust that for you. 

Collaboration Matters for Analytics 

The conversation continues virtually through ASUG’s Reporting and Workforce 
Analytics Special Interest Group (SIG). Log in to ASUG and follow our HR 
Community and the SIG for continued education. 

Thanks To: 

SAP SuccessFactors for graciously hosting the event; IHRIM, for co-hosting this 
event with ASUG, and especially to Mick Collins (Vice President of Workforce 
Analytics at SAP SuccessFactors and IHRIM Board Member) for his passion, for 
the effort in organizing and supporting this event, and ultimately for 
collaborating in writing this update by letting me plunder his notes and blogs.  

More on data visualization at ASUGNews and on ASUGtv. 

 

https://discuss.asug.com/groups/wrokforce-planning-and-analytics
https://discuss.asug.com/groups/wrokforce-planning-and-analytics
http://my.asug.com/hrcommunity
http://my.asug.com/hrcommunity
http://www.asugnews.com/article/lumira-2-design-studio-merger-combine-road-map
https://youtu.be/PyTz6blyuRI

