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Turning Numbers into Narrative that Drives

Informed Decisions

Presenting a financial report to leadership is more than just sharing numbers—it's about telling a clear,
compelling and visually appealing story that supports decision-making and aligns with business goals. It's
your opportunity to shape strategy, highlight risks and show how the company is performing. Leadership teams

want focused insights explained simply and with purpose.

This guide will walk you through the preparation, structure and delivery of effective financial report
presentations that resonate with leadership, highlight what truly matters and inspire confident, informed

action. Here are the steps to follow.

1. Know Your Audience

The first step in any great presentation is knowing
who you're speaking to. Not every member of the
leadership team is a financial expert, and even the
most numbers-savvy executive appreciates clarity.
Therefore, before you start:

Gauge financial fluency: Some leaders love diving into
details, others want the big picture. Understand their
comfort with financial terms and tailor your language
accordingly.

Focus on what matters to them: Align your messages
with their priorities—growth, cost control, risk
management or investor confidence.

Avoid jargon: Replace overly technical terms with
storytelling techniques such as analogies, metaphors
and examples to make your presentation more
relatable to the audience.

Tip:

If you're unsure of their preference, ask!
“Would you like a high-level overview or a more
detailed financial breakdown?”
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2. Prepare with Purpose

This stage often gets rushed, but it's where the real
power of your presentation begins. Start by clarifying
what story you're telling: Is this about how the
company performed last quarter? Are you explaining
why numbers missed targets? Are you spotlighting
trends for future action?

Once your message is clear, gather your data—but
be selective. You don't need to present all the data,
just the right data. Use a reliable tool like DFIN's
ActiveDisclosure to centralize your data, ensure
accuracy, and reduce the manual back-and-forth
between spreadsheets. This helps avoid version
control issues and makes it easier to update figures
as needed.

Tip:

Think like a storyteller: “What's the “big idea”
your report supports? Build everything else
around that idea.


https://info.dfinsolutions.com/activedisclosure-presentations
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3. Structure Your Report for Impact

Think of your report as a well-structured conversation, guiding your audience from performance highlights to
strategic implications—without losing their attention or drowning them in numbers. Here is the flow.

A. Executive summary: B. Financial statements:

Start with a concise overview that sets the tone for the entire While you need to include core financials such as income
presentation. This should answer three big questions right away: statement, balance sheet and cash flow, resist the urge to show
How did we perform? What stood out? What should leadership every line. Instead, spotlight the most critical figures that reflect

take away? You will typically write this summary after you
complete your report.

Tip:

Keep this to one slide. Use bold headers and
short sentences. If leadership reads only this
section, they should still walk away with the

big picture.

performance or signal a shift. Use year-over-year (YoY), quarter-
over-quarter (QoQ), or budget-to-actual comparisons to show
movement over time. Let the trends tell the story.

Tip:

ActiveDisclosure allows you to link directly
to financial statements from your source
systems, ensuring consistency and reducing
the risk of manual errors when preparing

your presentation.

C. Key metrics and ratios:

This section is where your analysis shines. Choose 4-6 key performance indicators (KPIs) that are most relevant to your organization’s goals—
and clearly explain why each one matters. For example:

Gross margin: A dip may indicate rising input costs or pricing pressure.

Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization (EBITDA): Useful for highlighting operational performance without noise from
non-cash items.

Current or debt ratios: Give insight into liquidity or risk posture.

Tip:

Don't just present the numbers—interpret them. Metrics are only useful when you translate them into action
or risk signals. Use headlines on slides like “Revenue Growth Driven by Product A"—not just “Q1 Revenue.”
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3. Structure Your Report for Impact (Continued)

D. Budget vs. Actuals:

Here's where you show accountability. Present a clear side-by-side
comparison between what was planned and what occurred—but
don't stop there. Explain why there was a variance and whether it's
a concern or a one-time event.

If marketing spend was 15% over budget, was that because of an
accelerated campaign that's already yielding returns? If sales fell
short, was it due to seasonality or external market forces?

Clarity matters more than perfection—leadership understands that
forecasts are never exact, but they appreciate knowing the story
behind the shifts.

Tip:

Use color-coding (green for favorable, red for
concern) and variance bars or waterfall charts to
make over/under performance visually intuitive.

4. Make It Visual. Make It Stick

E. Forecasts and Projections:

End with forward-looking insights. This is the part of the
presentation that most directly supports decision-making, so bring
your best analysis here.

Provide updated projections for revenue, EBITDA, cash flow, or other
key drivers— ideally tied to the same KPIs you presented earlier.

Include clear assumptions: Are these based on a seasonal uptick?
Cost reductions? New contracts in the pipeline?

Also highlight risks and opportunities. Are supply chain issues
expected to ease? Is churn increasing in a key customer segment?
Leadership wants to see that you're not only tracking the past but
actively steering the future.

Tip:

A reliable tool such as ActiveDisclosure

enables you to update forecasts in real time as
assumptions or figures change, reducing prep
time and improving confidence in your numbers.

Spreadsheets tell the story—but only if your audience can see the story. Visuals aren’t just nice to have;
they're essential for making complex information intuitive. A line graph showing a margin trend over four
quarters speaks louder than a spreadsheet full of numbers ever could.

Aim for clean visuals with clear takeaways. Use bar charts for comparisons, line charts for trends, and tables
sparingly—only when precision matters. One chart per slide is usually enough. Highlight the key takeaway

using colors or callouts, but don't overwhelm with design.

Tip:

Check your charts carefully. If someone sees any of them for three seconds, will they grasp the point?
Test your presentation with someone outside finance. If they get it, leadership will too.
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5. Deliver with Confidence

The best presentations feel like conversations, not
lectures. Practice your delivery several times until
you can talk without looking at your notes, keeping it
within the allotted time. This will give you flexibility
to explain any number on your slide and pivot if the
conversation shifts.

Start strong: Recap the agenda and share what
leadership can expect to take away. Keep your voice
steady, your pacing even and your slides as visual
support—not a script. Make eye contact. Watch the
room. Invite questions at natural pauses. Allowing
questions and debates not only keeps the audience
engaged, but it also helps you figure out what your
audience does and does not understand so you can
rephrase any point when necessary.

And above all: Be ready for the tough questions. If
something unexpected happens, explain what you
know, acknowledge what you don’t and share how
you're addressing it.

Tip:

Confidence comes from preparation. Don't
read the slides. Speak to them, expanding with
your insights and commentary.
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6. Follow Through

Once the meeting ends, your role shifts to
communicator and collaborator. Send a follow-up
summary with the deck attached. If actions were
agreed upon, outline them clearly with ownership
and deadlines. This keeps everyone accountable
and ensures leadership doesn't just understand the
numbers—they act on them.

Providing an executive-ready summary sheet—like

a one-pager with top metrics, key wins, risks, and
upcoming priorities—is a great habit. You can easily
generate this from a tool like ActiveDisclosure,
maintaining consistency between your presentation,
report and follow-up communication.

Lastly, request feedback: Was the information helpful?
Were there areas that could be clearer? Use this input
to continuously improve your reporting process and
build trust with leadership.

Strive for an attitude of continuous improvement. If
something did not go as well as you hoped, reflect
upon it. What could lead to a different outcome next
time? This attitude will help you adapt the model

to better serve the needs of your audience and,
ultimately, the company's goals.

Final tip:

Your report is only valuable as the clarity

it provides. Keep refining your story. Keep
improving your delivery. And always bring it
back to what matters most: decision-making.
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From Numbers

to Leadership
Insights: Make Every
Presentation Count

Presenting a financial report to leadership is also about reinforcing
trust, driving alignment and enabling confident decision-making.
When you focus on insights over raw data, structure your story with
purpose and deliver it with clarity, you elevate your role from financial
messenger to strategic advisor.

DFIN’s ActiveDisclosure helps streamline the process—from report
prep to real-time updates—allowing you to spend less time chasing
numbers and more time sharpening your message. It's built on
Microsoft’s platform for seamless integration with PowerPoint,
Excel and Word and comfortable navigation without a learning curve.
With built-in collaboration, eye-catching design capabilities and data
accuracy features, it reduces reporting friction and empowers you to
present with confidence, every time.

In the end, the goal is simple: Help leadership understand what's
happening, why it matters, and what's next. When your presentations
consistently do that, you won't just be presenting financials—you'll be
shaping the direction of your organization.

Request a live one-on-one ActiveDisclosure demo here to see more.
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