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Figure 1: Several examples for incromprehensible reports and presentation slides  
(Source: SAP Investor Relations, Q1 2010 Preliminary Results release, page 4) 

These slides can be designed much more expressive by applying 

1. Conceptual rules, i.e. by using an appropriate storyline  

2. Perceptual rules, i.e. by using an appropriate visual design  

3. Semantic rules, i.e. by using a uniform notation 

In the following, the widely accepted conceptual and perceptual rules are discussed briefly. 
Then the new semantic rules are introduced. 

 

Conceptual rules help to clearly relay content by using an appropriate storyline. They comprise 
the SUCCESS rule sets SAY and STRUCTURE based on the work of authors such as Barbara 
Minto. They owe wide acceptance to their scientific, experimental, or practical experience basis.  

SAY: Convey a message 

SAY covers rules for conveying a message. Every report and presentation should convey a 
message. To do so requires an introduction to the theme as well as credible evidence 
supporting the message. 

 

Figure 2: This chart is lacking a message… 
(Source: HICHERT+FAISST) 
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Figure 3: …whereas this chart has got a message which is highlighted and commented 
(Source: HICHERT+FAISST) 

STRUCTURE: Organize content 

STRUCTURE covers rules for organizing content. Content should follow a logical structure. 
Corresponding elements should be homogeneous and exhaustive without any overlap.   

 

Figure 4: Cartoon: Not uniform – not mutually exclusive – not exhaustive  
(Source: HICHERT+FAISST) 

 

Figure 5: Good and bad structures in a dashboard 
(Source: www.visualbi.com) 
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Perceptual rules help to clearly relay content by using an appropriate visual design. They 
comprise the SUCCESS rule sets EXPRESS, SIMPLIFY, CONDENSE, and CHECK based on 
the work of authors such as William Playfair, Willard Cope Brinton, Gene Zelazny, Edward Tufte 
and Stephen Few. Again, these rules owe wide acceptance to their scientific, experimental, 
and/or practical experience basis. 

EXPRESS: Choose proper visualization 

EXPRESS covers rules for choosing the proper visualization. Those diagrams and tables, which 
convey the desired message along with the underlying facts as quickly as possible, should be 
selected. 

 

Figure 6: Time axis from right to left is a bad choice  
(Source: PWC annual review 2011, page 48) 

 

Figure 7: Sparklines do not always show trends 
(Source: HICHERT+FAISST) 

SIMPLIFY: Avoid clutter 

SIMPLIFY covers rules for avoiding clutter. All components and characteristics, which are too 
complicated, redundant, distracting or merely decorative, should be avoided. 
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Figure 8: Various charts cluttered with colors, frames, and shades  
(Source: www.visualbi.com and others) 

 

Figure 9: Column charts before simplification…  
(Source: HICHERT+FAISST) 

 

Figure 10: …and after 
(Source: HICHERT+FAISST) 

CONDENSE: Increase information density 

CONDENSE covers rules for increasing information density. All information necessary to 
understanding the content should, if possible, be included on one page. Doing so requires good 
utilization of space and small yet easily recognizable objects and elements. 

http://www.visualbi.com/
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Figure 11: Waterfall chart with low information density (and some other problems) 
(Source: www.threedgraphics.com; chart component in SAP Business Objects' Web Intelligence) 

 

Figure 12: High information density of two calculation waterfalls with variances 
(Source: HICHERT+FAISST) 

 

Figure 13: IBCS compliant waterfall created by SAP Design Studio with graphomate charts 
(Source: graphomate) 

CHECK: Ensure visual integrity  

CHECK covers rules for ensuring visual integrity. Information should be presented in the most 
truthful and the most easily understood way possible, avoiding improper scaling, manipulated 
representations and misleading visuals. 
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Figure 14: Wrong visual perception due to cut value axis   
(Source: DER STANDARD 2008-03-12, page 14) 

 

Figure 15: Some annual reports take consistent scaling seriously   
(Source: Swiss Post, Financial Report 2013) 

 

Figure 16: Inconsistent scaling on a dashboard 
(Source: www.visualbi.com) 

 

Semantic rules help to clearly relay content by using a uniform notation (IBCS Notation). They 
comprise the SUCCESS rule set UNIFY based on the work of Rolf Hichert and other 
contributors of the IBCS Association. As they are manifested by convention, semantic rules 
must first be more widely accepted to become a standard. 



BENEFITS OF VISUALIZATION DESIGN STANDARDS – HICHERT+FAISST 

© 2015 HICHERT+FAISST GmbH  8 of 12 

EXAMPLES: Semantic notation standards in other disciplines 

 

Figure 17: Notation standards for road signs 

 

Figure 18: Notation standards in electronic engineering 

 

Figure 19: Notation standards in sheet music 
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Figure 20: There are no notation standards for business charts yet 

UNIFY: Apply notation standards 

UNIFY covers rules for applying notation standards. Things that means the same should look 
the same. This rule applies to all content, be it terminology, measurements, analyses, 
highlighting, etc.  

 

Figure 21: Chart wit small multiples following the sugested IBCS notation  
(Source: HICHERT+FAISST) 

 

Applying the rules of HICHERT®SUCCESS will make a report or presentation compliant with 
the International Business Communication Standards (IBCS). 
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Figure 22: Conceptual, perceptual and semantic SUCCESS rules form the three pillars of IBCS  

SUCCESS rules and IBCS standards are published for free use and community discussion 
under the Creative Commons Attribution Share-Alike 4.0 International License (CC BY-SA), see 
www.ibcs-a.org. 

 

Figure 23: Public standards on www.ibcs-a.org  

http://www.ibcs-a.org/
http://www.ibcs-a.org/
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Figure 24: IBCS TOP TEN (see www.ibcs-a.org) 

http://www.ibcs-a.org/
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Order your PDF copy of the IBCS Standards or a PPT-template for your corporate Notation 
Manual from www.hichert.com/onlineshop. 

 

Figure 25: Documentation and Notation Manual from the IBCS® online shop:  
www.hichert.com/onlineshop 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About IBCS 

The International Business Communication Standards (IBCS) encompass practical concepts 

and rules for the conceptual, perceptual and semantic design of reports and presentations. 

These are based on the HICHERT®SUCCESS approach and methodology. The IBCS 

Association is a not-for-profit organization that supports the promotion, maintenance and further 

development of these standards.. 

www.ibcs-a.org, info@ibcs-a.org  

 

About HICHERT+FAISST 

HICHERT+FAISST is the IBCS Institute and provides support services for the successful 

implementation of the International Business Communication Standards. These include the 

delivery of seminars and training courses, the certification of consultants and software 

packages, as well as the provision of educational material in a web-shop. 

www.hichert.com, info@hichert.com  

http://www.hichert.com/onlineshop
http://www.hichert.com/onlineshop
http://www.ibcs-a.org/
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