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Presenting financial and other management information effectively 

Introduction 

This guide focuses mainly on how to report your organisation’s financial and activity information 

with impact.  This could be the regular reports you present to your management committee, or 

possibly presentations to your funders, beneficiaries or service users; for example in your annual 

report. In this case, by ‘impact’ we mean making sure your reports communicate what you are trying 

to say to the intended audience clearly, concisely and simply.  

The principles covered in this guide can also be used for other information that you might need to 

communicate for example in business plans or strategies and there are also some ideas for how you 

could do this. 

This guide focuses on the ‘how to report’ and assumes you already know about the content. It uses 

examples to show relevant concepts but is not intended to be a practical guide about how to use the 

necessary software.      

Why this is an issue 

How you report information is becoming increasingly important especially given the difficult 

operating environment that many organisations are currently working in. For example: 

• management committees need to have a clear picture to make effective and informed 

decisions and also to properly monitor how their charity or organisation is performing; 

• funders, donors and other stakeholders are increasingly looking to see how their funds are 

being used and what is being achieved with their resources; also with fewer funds generally 

available it is likely that organisations that can show these things effectively will be more 

successful in attracting further sources of income.     

In summary, effective reporting is an important aspect of ensuring the good governance of your 

organisation and enables you to help show this to interested people outside it.  Additionally, many 

not for profit organisations are user led or aim to be more inclusive. Actively considering individual 

access needs in the way you report information shows this objective being put into practice.  

Thinking about your audience 

Before considering how to present your financial or other information, it is important to think about 

who will be reading it and trying to interpret what you say.  The way you write and present 

information should differ depending on who your expected audience is and also what you are trying 

to convey. This is particularly important when presenting financial information as it is likely that not 

all readers will have a finance background.  Some people may not be comfortable with numbers or 

drawing out the messages they may be giving. This is why, when reporting financial or activity 

information, it can often have more impact to use a mixture of different formats with a focus on the 

visual, using charts, graphs and other images.  
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Ideally, if you can, discuss with your audience, how they would like information to be presented to 

them.  This may not always be possible but it should be easy if you are reporting within your 

organisation, for example to your trustees or management committee.  People are likely to feel 

comfortable with different formats and styles. Some may prefer more ‘visual’ forms, be it graphs or 

charts, others may want more narrative text or use of tables.  

More generally, also bear in mind people will have different ‘learning’ styles and may appreciate 

feedback in a variety of written, visual or aural forms. It is also of course important to adapt your 

reporting to take account of any specific needs within your intended audience. For example, a group 

working to support the visually impaired will think about how to make reports easy to understand 

when speaking rather than reading. It is always a useful exercise to periodically check with your 

management committee or board about how they would like to receive information. This is 

particularly the case if there has been a change in committee members. 

When thinking about the audiences for your reports, it is useful to remember that there may be 

other opportunities to tell people what (and hopefully how well!) you are doing. For example, you 

are not necessarily restricted by fund monitoring templates. Often with applications and returns you 

may be invited to include relevant supporting information and this can be a good opportunity to 

showcase relevant performance to funders or other important stakeholders. Effective reporting 

should also help give them confidence in your organisation. 

 

Summary tips: 

 

Ask yourself: 

 

• What key messages am I trying to get across with this information? 

• Do I know whether my audience have any preferences, or specific needs, about how the 

information is presented? 
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General guidance 

When thinking about visual reporting, there are some golden rules no matter which type of charts or 

graphs you intend to use: 

Simplicity is vital – make sure nothing detracts from the message you are trying to get across to your 

audience. This means avoiding: 

• 3d options which superficially might appear nice, but are unnecessarily complex and makes 

the data harder to read; 

• Overly complex or less familiar chart types - just because something may look technically 

impressive  and/or flashy doesn’t necessarily make it easy to understand;  

• Garish colours or those that potentially clash making them hard to distinguish; using 

contrasting colours or different shadings is also important for printing in black and white. 

(This guide assumes that readers will be viewing it online and in colour - a fair assumption? - 

but a sample chart is included later in the document to show how a chart could be adapted 

for printing in black and white). 

Make sure your image or chart is not too ‘busy’, for example that it does not have too many 

different elements. The more that is happening in your chart the harder it will be to interpret and 

the less likely the reader will be able to get the key message from the data. It is important to think 

about the underlying numbers and how these will look in the chosen chart type. Charts have most 

impact when they visually show differences, changes or in some cases even extremes. If financial, 

activity or other data is all very similar in value a visual representation might not be best option.  

This is explored further in the examples at the end of this guide. 

It is also important to make sure that all relevant information is included to allow readers to properly 

interpret the data. This means: 

• ensuring that categories, scales and units are included (for example £000/per year); 

• having a proper title accurately describing what the data is (for example – ‘Annual income by 

type 2012/13’ etc); 

• including a key or legend showing what the different data items are; 

• making sure where the data comes from is clearly shown (ie the data source is referenced) ; 

• providing some narrative text to explain the key message(s) that your chart is giving. 

Think about using different methods of presenting your data. In particular try not to always use the 

same chart type in your report; for example, don’t always use a bar chart or tables of data. 

Depending on the frequency of use, this may start to get boring for the reader and as a result your 

message may not have the desired impact. Also as stated earlier, people will not always like and 

respond to the same type of presentation. 
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Using numbers 

Of course, not all financial information can, or should necessarily be presented visually. It is not a 

good idea to aim to produce a financial report with no numbers at all! The same general principles of 

simplicity and clarity of presentation apply when communicating the key messages. There are some 

simple practical guidelines when presenting numerical data. For example: 

Avoid unnecessary detail - unless you are a very small organisation – don’t include pence, round to 

the nearest pound; of course if you are very large it may be to the nearest 000! 

Where financial information is presented in numerical form it is important to include some text to 

explain and/or interpret the data.  For example, if your report compares actual income and 

expenditure in the year to date with the equivalent budget figures, make sure that the reasons for 

any significant differences in individual headings (these are known as variances) are explained clearly 

and succinctly. Management committee members should be able to give guidance and agree what is 

‘significant’ and therefore needs further explanation or detail.  

When showing data in tabular form it can be helpful to highlight significant variances visually to help 

focus the reader’s attention. A simple option is to show such variances in a red font, as in the 

following example of an over spend: 

 

Income & expenditure extract: 

 (£) (£) (£) 

Expenditure Actual Budget Variance  

Staff costs 73,254 64,192 (9,062) 

Repairs & renewals   7,650   8,103    453 

 

 
 

 

Other reporting – strategy and plans 

The principles covered in this guide can equally be used for other types of reporting. It is especially 

important that strategies or plans that organisations develop are ‘living’ documents that drive action 

and are not left to gather dust in the drawer or on the shelf.  

If can be much easier to help develop understanding and awareness of a strategy or plan within your 

organisation if you can represent the key aspects in a visual form. A good picture really is worth a 

1000 words!  

Often the thinking required to do this, can also be very useful in making the strategy seem less 

‘woolly’ and more concrete. It enables a strategy or plan to be summarised succinctly - for example 

at WYCAS we use the SOAP principle – ‘Strategy On A Page’! A visual representation is also generally 

more easily explainable to stakeholders.  
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The objective is to try and use simple illustrations to make potentially complex issues both simpler 

and clearer. There are a few ideas below which show some possibilities of how this might work. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of course there are plenty of other ideas and ways for visually representing key themes you want to 

convey. This is really limited only by your own creativity and imagination. So for example: 

• circles may be used to show complete processes (perhaps the concept of ‘the virtuous 

circle’); 

• building blocks, bricks or layered pyramids can help to show linkages and relationships 

between plans, objectives and strategies.  

It doesn’t really matter about the quality of the pictures or drawings or the exactness of the imagery 

used. What is important is that the intended meaning is clear to those who need to understand it, be 

it, for example staff or management team.  

 

 

   

 

 

Interlocking jigsaw pieces can be a good way to visually 

illustrate the concept of ‘joined up’ thinking or 

partnership. 

For example, the centre piece may represent a particular 

strategy or plan – say ‘income generation’ and the 

outlying connected pieces, show specific relevant actions 

or criteria that need to be considered – in this case for 

example, ‘cost of implementing  initiative’ etc 

A ‘house’ related image can be used to show elements 

that support each other to deliver wider objectives. 

The pillars or walls of the building can be seen to reflect 

different themes or plans (for example; new income 

streams, existing grant funding etc). The horizontal lintel 

could refer to ‘crosscutting’ activities or plans which 

support the delivery of the pillars (for example necessary 

staff training and development). The roof at the top may 

be the organisation’s overarching purpose or key 

objectives. 
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Practicalities 

The main resource in developing more impactful presentation of data is usually the thinking time 

needed to decide on how it should look.  Any popular spreadsheet program will have a wide range of 

charting, graphing and drawing functions that can be used to generate and edit the images needed. 

There are a wide range of free resources on the internet which can be used to generate the ‘word 

clouds’ referred to in the appendix to the guide. WYCAS can provide tailored support if you would 

like help in thinking about how to present your data with more impact.  

Finally, of course, remember that whilst effectively presented management information will help to 

inform decision-making, nothing will happen until a decision is implemented! 

 

Sample charts 

In the following pages, some of the most common types of chart or other form of visual 

representation are briefly described together with some basic tips for their use:  
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Pie chart 

What is it? 

A method of showing proportions of a whole (eg total income, expenditure, activity etc). For 

example displaying an analysis of an organisation’s total income etc. Individual proportions are 

shown as segments of the whole ‘pie’. (A ‘doughnut’ chart is very similar but visually appears in the 

shape of a doughnut!)  

 

Sample use: 

 

 

Tips: 

• Don’t use too many ‘slices’ – try to keep to no more than 5, otherwise the chart can look too 

busy and lose impact; smaller items can always be grouped into an ‘other’ category. Fewer 

slices are generally better, for maximum visual impact, ideally 2 or 3;  

• Think carefully about the ordering of your data – generally sorting slices by size makes 

viewing easier as does making sure the largest slice starts from vertical (ie 12:00pm). 

• Do not use pie charts together or for comparing data (for example to show actual v budget; 

or this year v last year) as combining use are harder to read and interpret. Comparisons are 

better shown with different types of graph, such as bar charts or even a table of data.    

Grant

41%

Fees

26%

Shop sales

23%

Donations

10%

Sources of income - February 
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Bar chart 

 

What is it? 

A flexible chart type where vertical or horizontal rectangular bars are plotted the lengths of which 

are proportional to the values they represent. (Vertical bar charts are also known as column charts). 

Bar charts can be used to compare the values of different items. They can also be ‘stacked’ to show 

and compare proportions of a whole for different values and items (for example % of income by 

different type between years). 

 

Sample use:  (other examples are included below) 

 

Tips: 

• Particularly if you are using a stacked bar chart (see next page), don’t try to cram in too 

much information  – for example more than five different sources of data is likely to make 

the chart unclear and confusing   

• Think carefully about the ordering of your data, this can affect the chart’s visual impact. 

Usually it is best to rank items by size unless there is a natural alternative (for example, date) 

• Make sure that individual bars are of the same width to avoid visual distortion. 

• If using a bar chart to compare the values of individual data items you might want to 

highlight a particular relevant item in a different colour to make it visually stand out.  
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Sample use: (Stacked bar charts): 

 

 

 

This type of bar chart could be helpful for example, in enabling an organisation to monitor the 

diversity of its income sources over time. Fewer income streams will increase the dependence on 

individual streams and associated financial risk. This type of presentation can help to show the 

impact of emerging risks (such as reducing grant income) and the results of organisational actions.  

In interpreting proportions, it is important to consider underlying values – for example, to what 

extent is the growth in fee % due to success of income generation activity or the collapse in grant 

funding? 
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Line chart (graph) 

What is it? 

A line chart is used to show the ups and downs in the value of particular items or variables. Typically 

it is used to show movements over a period of time and can be used for comparing changes in 

different but related items. It is a good way to show trends in volume of activity or financial values.   

Sample use: 

 

The above example might be a financial forecast which visually shows the problem of decreasing 

income, rising cost and the impact on future reserves. From Q4 in Year 1 expenditure is expected to 

be greater than income, and reserves will fall. 

Tips: 

• Don’t have too many data sources on an individual chart (ie too many different lines) – 

otherwise it may look too busy and lose impact; a maximum of 5 lines is a good rule of 

thumb. 

• Think about the variability of your data – lines which cross over each other too often are 

likely to be harder to read or interpret. 

• It is helpful to distinguish forecast data from actual data by using a dotted or dashed line for 

the former; any gaps in data should be represented by a break in the line. 
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Word Cloud 

What is it? 

A word cloud is a way to visually represent the key messages from a passage or volume of text. 

Individual words used in a size that is proportional to how often they have been used. The more 

often a word is used the bigger it will be displayed. Word clouds can be a good way to quickly 

identify key themes from service user evaluations, or a means to quickly assess whether wording of 

annual reports or other public documents are giving the desired messages.  

 

Sample use: 

WYCAS uses word clouds to summarise the results of our annual user surveys: 

 

 

Image developed using Tag Crowd - http://tagcrowd.com/ 

Tips: 

• Think carefully about the number of words you want to include in your word cloud. This may 

vary depending on the particular circumstances. Between 30- 75 words is a good number to 

aim for; too few or too many and the image will lose visual impact. In general, it is better to 

use fewer words (ie smaller clouds) for shorter source texts and more words for longer 

source texts (ie larger clouds).  

• Make sure you spell check your text and also think about combining similar words or phrases 

(for example our survey comments often include reference to ‘1-2-1’ and separately ‘one to 

one’).  
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Presenting in black and white 

When printing for viewing in black and white, it is important to make sure there is sufficient visual 

contrast between your individual sources of data. Try to avoid using either dark or light colours next 

to each other, as these will be hard to distinguish separately when displayed in black in white. 

When using black and white,  a combination of different shadings together with dark or light colours 

will help to make your charts easier to read and interpret. 

The example below is the same pie chart as in the earlier example, but would be a better option 

when viewing in black and white rather than colour. 

Sample use: 
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