


Economy and parsimony of information is key for engaging with stakeholders of SLDS 
research. This is something we struggled with at ERDC.



Paper outlines and table of contents that looks like this was our “wake up call”. 
Stakeholders simply weren’t going to read this, and if they did, they weren’t going to glom 
onto the most relevant or interesting bits. This is a jungle in which they’ll only get lost. Out 
time and effort was going to waste on long, dense reports no one in their right minds were 
going to read.



There’s a temptation to want to “show something” for all of our work, but stakeholders 
should only see the tip of the iceberg, the gold nuggets we mine from the mountain. They 
shouldn’t get lost in the ore, much less the mines themselves.





This is the outline of one research study ERDC researchers were 
working on. We decided to completely revamp the paper, placing 
the reader front and center.



The new outline highlights the actual findings as top-level headers 
in the document, makes it really easy to skim and get the “big 
picture” of the story.



Here are the details of a story. What should the headline be for parents?



What readers are most interested in is often not what we as researchers fixate on. 
Understanding their policy interests is key for turning mountains of data analysis into 
actionable insight, and not drowning them in information they don’t really care about.





These are examples of visuals that don’t really tell a story. We spent an hour or so studying 
these visuals trying to figure out the story, and it turns out there wasn’t one. They were just 
being used to add visual interest, masking the fact that the underlying data was entirely 
uninteresting. We ended up just omitting them entirely.



Keep visuals simple, and zero in on the aspects that tell the story. Don’t clutter with 
information not relevant to the story being told. In this story, we highlighted the two data 
points of interest, and greyed out the rest.



Keep visuals simple, and zero in on the aspects that tell the story. Don’t clutter with 
information not relevant to the story being told. In this story, we highlighted the two data 
points of interest, and greyed out the rest.



Economy of words when presenting results can go a long way -- especially if we are clear, 
cogent, and concise. It’s almost always possible to dramatically shorten a document or 
presentation without any loss of meaning, while at the same time being more clear and 
relevant.


