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[ INTRODUCTION ]

This book is an account of a simple but powerful idea: the best way to communicate with people you are trying to lead is very often through a story. The impulse here is practical and pedagogical. The book shows how to use storytelling to deal with the most difficult challenges faced by leadership today.




The Different Worlds of Leadership and Storytelling 

Storytelling and leadership are both performance arts, and like all performance arts, they involve at least as much doing as thinking. In such matters, performers will always know more than they can tell. I have tried to convey here as much as I can of what works—and what doesn’t—at the intersection of the two different worlds of leadership and storytelling.

For the first several decades of my working life, I remained firmly in the world of leadership and management. Specifically, I was a manager in a large international organization. The organization happened to be the World Bank, but had it been any other large modern organization, the discourse would have been essentially the same—rates of return, cost-benefit analyses, risk assessments, performance targets, budgets, work programs, the bottom line, you name it.

The organization happened to be located in the United States of America, but the discourse would not have been much different if it had been situated in any other country. The forces of globalization have rendered the discourse of management and organizations thoroughly international. It’s a world almost totally focused on analysis and abstractions. The virtues of sharpness, rigor, clarity, explicitness, and crispness are everywhere celebrated. It’s a world that is heavy with practical import: the fate of nations and indeed the economic welfare of the entire human race are said to rest on the effectiveness of the discourse.

It was the force of circumstance, rather than temperament, that led me away from the world of the boardroom, the negotiation table, and the  computerized spreadsheet to a radically different world—the ancient performance art of storytelling. At the time, I was facing a leadership challenge that made the traditional tools of management seem impotent. In trying to communicate a new idea to a skeptical audience, I found that the virtues of sharpness, rigor, and explicitness weren’t working. Having spent my life believing in the dream of reason, I was startled when I stumbled on the discovery that an appropriately told story had the power to do what rigorous analysis couldn’t—to communicate a strange new idea easily and naturally and quickly get people into enthusiastic action.

Initially, the idea that storytelling might be a powerful tool for management and leadership was so counterintuitive and contrary to my entire education and work-life experience that I had difficulty in believing the evidence of my own eyes. In fact, it took me several years to admit to myself that I was being successful through telling stories.

“Soft.” “Fuzzy.” “Squishy.” “Emotional.” “Fluffy.” “Anecdotal.” “Irrational.” “Fantasy.” “Fairy stories.” “Primitive.” “Childish.” These were just some of the terms that the advocates of conventional management hurled at storytelling, which they saw as contaminating the world of pure reason with the poison of emotions and feeling, thereby dragging society back into the Dark Ages. It took a certain amount of intellectual courage to brave this disdain and suggest that the world of rational management might have much to learn from the ancient tradition of narrative.1

To build up intellectual stamina to face these challenges, I spent time in the radically different world of storytelling. Not that I was made to feel particularly welcome there. On the contrary, I was initially greeted as an interloper—someone who risked sullying the noble tales of glorious heroes and beautiful heroines, the figures who made the imagination soar and the heart leap, with the shallow, mean, and dirty world of business, commerce, and making money. To some, I was borrowing the magic language of narrative to accomplish something for which a tersely worded “fit-in-or-you’re fired” memo might be more suitable. The possibility that I might be trying to subvert the “fit-in-or-you’re-fired” approach to solving human problems wasn’t always plausible.

What made my reception worse was that I didn’t enter the world of storytelling on bended knee in a mood of respectful submission to drink from the ancient fonts of wisdom and accept without question what had been known for millennia about the elements of a well-told story. Instead I arrived with an iconoclastic attitude, suggesting that perhaps it was time to reexamine the eternal verities of storytelling that had been passed on ever since the time of Aristotle. I implied that it might be healthy to throw back the curtains and open the windows and get some fresh air and light on some of these dusty old traditions. To the world of storytelling, this was heresy of the gravest kind. The suggestion that the ancient world of storytelling might actually have something to learn from organizations was as absurd as it was horrifying.




The Intersection of Leadership and Storytelling 

The result was that for some years I found myself uneasily inhabiting these two different worlds—each profoundly suspicious of the other, each using discourse that supported the validity of its own assumptions and conduct, each seemingly unable or unwilling to grapple with what it might learn from the other. Storytellers could talk to storytellers and managers could talk to managers, but managers and storytellers couldn’t make much sense of one another. And what little they did understand of the other side’s discourse, they didn’t much like. As I gradually learned to converse, more or less successfully, in both worlds, I found myself in the role of go-between—someone who reported back from the other world, much as in the thirteenth century Marco Polo reported on his trip to China, telling astonished Venetians that there were strange and wonderful things in that distant world if you took the trouble to go there and check it out. Just as Marco Polo discovered, the very strangeness of my tale rendered my credibility questionable.

Occasionally when I would make a report to managers of what was going on in the world of storytelling, or to storytellers what was happening in the land of management, one of them would say, “How interesting!” And that is one of the points of this book: to point out matters of  profound interest to both the world of storytelling and the world of leadership. So when in this book I take potshots of various kinds at both the world of management and the world of storytelling, please see that they are fragments of a lover’s quarrel. If I didn’t care deeply about both these worlds, it wouldn’t be worth the hassle to undertake the role of dual ambassador.2

One of the factors driving me was the awareness that the average manager was not having such extravagant success in meeting leadership challenges that there was no need to learn. Let me cite just a few statistics of the kind that managers love to hang their hats on:• Study after study concludes that only 10 percent of all publicly traded companies have proved themselves able to sustain for more than a few years a growth trajectory that creates above-average shareholder returns.3 
• Repeated studies indicate that somewhat less than 10 percent of major innovations in large corporations—the ones on which the future is said to depend—are successful.4 
• The multibillion-dollar activity of mergers and acquisitions enjoys a success rate, in terms of adding value to the acquiring company, of around 15 percent.5 



To grasp the significance of these figures, you need only ask yourself, If your airline’s flights only arrived 10-15 percent of the time, would you be getting on that plane? If your surgical operation was only successful 10-15 percent of the time, would you be undergoing that operation? And it’s not as though these rather staggeringly low rates of success have always been accomplished in an admirable manner, with names such as Enron, Arthur Andersen, and WorldCom filling the news. Managers thus have little reason to be complacent about their current mode of getting results.6

Nor was it obvious that the storytellers I met had any reason to be happier with their overall situation. Many of them were entangled in one way or another with the world of organizations. Often storytelling was for them a part-time avocation, as it didn’t generate sufficient revenue to  make ends meet: they had day jobs to fill the gap. And those few who were involved full time in storytelling found themselves willy-nilly in the world of organizations and commerce. But storytellers tended to keep the two worlds separate. They were just as unhappy as anyone else with the command-and-control management practices widespread in organizations, but the storytellers had no idea how to change them. They tended to live bifurcated lives. Left-brained workers by day. Right-brained storytellers by night. It wasn’t just that they couldn’t see a way to bring their right-brained storytelling capacity into the workplace. It wasn’t clear that they even wanted to. Just as the left-brained managers were reluctant to contaminate the rationalism of management with impassioned narratives, so storytellers were reluctant to risk dirtying the world of storytelling by introducing it into the world of commerce. Better to keep storytelling pure and noble than risk such a fate.

As I moved uneasily between these two different worlds, it was apparent to me that each of them had something to offer to the other. When I saw how storytellers could hold an audience totally engrossed in what was being said, I could see that this capacity is what analytic managers often lack when they present brilliant plans that leave audiences confused and dazed. I also saw how slighted storytellers felt when the world of organizations didn’t take them seriously. By clarifying the theory and practice of storytelling, I felt that I could show that storytelling had much to offer to organizations. By taking a clear-sighted view of what storytelling could and couldn’t do, I believed I could help it assume its rightful place as an equal partner with abstractions and analysis as a key leadership discipline. Storytellers would get back the respect they want and deserve. Leaders would be able to connect with their audiences as human beings.

And of course, what both worlds of storytelling and organization have been overlooking is that storytelling already plays a huge role in the world of organizations and business and politics today. One has only to glance at the business section of the newspaper to see that organizations are chockablock with stories that have massive financial impact.7 Stories are the only way to make sense of a rapidly morphing global economy with multiple wrenching transitions under way simultaneously.

The choice for leaders in business and organizations is not whether to be involved in storytelling—they can hardly do otherwise—but rather whether to use storytelling unwittingly and clumsily—or intelligently and skillfully. Management fads may come and go, but storytelling is a phenomenon that is fundamental to all nations, societies, and cultures, and has been so since time immemorial.

And it’s not just leaders in business and politics who can benefit from a greater capability to use story—anyone who has a new idea and wants to change the world will do better by telling stories than by any amount of logical exhortation. It is equally applicable to those outside organizations, such as schoolteachers, health workers, therapists, family members, professional colleagues—in short, anyone who wants to change the minds of those around them.




The Role of Storytelling 

How large an idea is storytelling? In one sense, telling a story is simply giving an example. It is “glaringly obvious, and is something we all know instinctively. A good example may make something easier to understand, and easier to remember.”8

So what? We can, the thinking goes, recognize the power of giving an example and go on managing the way we’ve always been managing without significant change. No big deal.

And yet it turns out to be a very big deal indeed, with storytelling being such a sizable part of the modern economy. Deidre McCloskey has calculated that persuasion constitutes more than a quarter of the U.S. GNP.9 If storytelling is—conservatively—at least half of persuasion, then storytelling amounts to 14 percent of GNP, or more than a trillion dollars. But it’s not just the size of the phenomenon. There’s something different going on here.




What’s New in Storytelling 

To clear away some of the underbrush, let me start with some basics. In my experience, the following propositions do not seem particularly controversial to most people: • Storytelling is an ancient art that hasn’t changed much in several thousand years.
• The effective use of storytelling in organizations involves crafting and performing a well-made story with a hero or heroine, a plot, a turning point, and a resolution.
• A storyteller catches and holds the attention of an audience by evoking the sights and sounds and smells of the context in which the story took place.
• A compellingly told well-made story is effective regardless of the purpose for which the story is being told.
• Storytelling is a rare skill in which relatively few human beings excel.



While all these propositions are widely regarded as noncontroversial, they are all wrong. They constitute some of the popular misconceptions about storytelling. One of the purposes of this book is to explode these myths and expose what’s really involved in using story for leadership in organizations.10

For one thing, it turns out that different narrative patterns are useful for the different purposes of leadership. Knowing which pattern is suitable for which task is a key to the effective use of storytelling. Ignorance of the different narrative patterns makes it likely that aspiring leaders will stumble onto an inappropriate narrative pattern for the task at hand and so fail to attain their chosen goal.

It also transpires that some of the most valuable stories in organizations don’t fit the pattern of a well-made story. For instance, a springboard story that communicates a complex idea and sparks action generally lacks a plot and a turning point. A story that shares knowledge is about problems, solutions, and explanations, and often lacks a hero or heroine. The stories that are most effective in a modern organization do not necessarily follow the rules laid down in Aristotle’s Poetics. They often reflect an ancient but different tradition of storytelling in a minimalist fashion, which is reflected in the parables of the Bible and the European folk tales.11

Just as the human race began to make rapid progress in the physical sciences when people stopped believing what Aristotle had written and started observing with their own eyes whether two stones of different weights fall at the same or different speeds, so in the field of organizational storytelling, we begin to make progress when we stop looking at the world through the lens of traditional storytelling and start using the evidence of our own eyes and ears to examine what stories are actually told in organizations and what effect they have.

Moreover the idea that storytelling is a kind of rare skill, possessed by relatively few human beings, is utter nonsense. Human beings master the basics of storytelling as young children and retain this capability throughout their lives. One has only to watch what goes in an informal social setting—a restaurant, a coffee break, a party—to see that all human beings know how to tell stories. Storytelling is an activity that is practiced incessantly by everyone. It is so pervasive that it has almost become invisible. We are like fish swimming in a sea of narratives. It is usually only when we are asked to stand up before an audience and talk in a formal setting that the indoctrination of our schooling takes over and a tangle of abstractions tumbles from our mouths. Learning to tell stories is not so much a task of learning something as it is reminding ourselves of something we already know how to do. It’s a matter of transposing the skills we apply effortlessly in a social situation to formal settings.

That’s what this book is about—providing leaders at whatever level in the organization with usable tools for communication—narratives that help tackle the most difficult challenges of leadership. The book has a strong focus on what works. But it also conveys enough theoretical background to give you an understanding of why some stories work for some purposes but not for others.




The Emerging Leadership Discipline of Narrative 

Five years ago, when I published The Springboard, I was thinking of springboard stories as a tool, a remarkably useful tool but no more than a single tool.

By 2003, when I was finishing Squirrel Inc., I could see that story-telling was more than one tool: it was at least a whole array of tools—tools that could help achieve multiple purposes such as sparking people into action, communicating who you are or who your company is, transmitting values, sharing knowledge, taming the grapevine, and leading into the future.

Now in 2005, writing The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling, I sense that narrative is even more than that. But what? A clue came recently when I was rereading Peter Senge’s Fifth Discipline. 12 At the end, Senge hints at the possibility of a sixth discipline—“perhaps one or two developments emerging in seemingly unlikely places, will lead to a wholly new discipline that we cannot even grasp today.” The sixth discipline would be something invisible to conventional management thinking, because it would be at odds with its fundamental assumptions.

Thus it would be not a single gadget or technique or tool but rather a discipline, that is, “a body of theory and technique that must be studied and mastered to be put into practice. A discipline is a developmental path for acquiring certain skills or competencies. As with any discipline, from playing the piano to electrical engineering, some people have an innate ‘gift’ but anyone can develop proficiency through practice.”13

Given the limited progress being made on innovation even using the five disciplines Senge talked about, this passage got me wondering whether storytelling might not be the missing sixth discipline. Certainly it has the characteristics that Senge envisaged for a discipline: that is, something “where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free and where people are continually learning how to learn together.” And it has to do with “how we think, what we truly want, and how we interact and learn with one another.”14  So could narrative be the missing sixth discipline?

Five years ago, I simply didn’t know enough to call organizational story-telling a discipline: an emerging practice maybe, but not a discipline. Now I can draw upon the work of practitioners like Madelyn Blair, Evelyn Clark, Seth Kahan, Gary Klein, Doug Lipman, Carol Pearson, Annette Simmons,  Dave Snowden, and Victoria Ward, among many others. I can also see the wonderful work emerging from academia.15 As I become more and more aware that I’m just scratching the surface of a subject that is broad and deep, I’m inclined to think that narrative really is an emerging discipline.




The Nature of Leadership 

The emerging discipline of narrative deals with leadership more than management. Management concerns means rather than ends. Managers usually take an agreed-upon set of assumptions and goals and implement more efficient and effective ways of achieving those goals. They direct, control, and decide what to do, on the basis of agreed-upon hypotheses, generally proceeding deductively.

Leadership on the other hand deals with ends more than means. It concerns issues where there is no agreement on underlying assumptions and goals—or where there is a broad agreement, but the assumptions and goals are heading for failure. In fact, the principal task of leadership is to create a new consensus about the goals to be pursued and how to achieve them. Once there is such a consensus, then managers can get on with the job of implementing those goals.

Leadership is essentially a task of persuasion—of winning people’s minds and hearts. Typically it proceeds inductively by argument from one or more examples toward a more general conclusion about the goals and assumptions we should adopt toward the matter in question. Story-telling is thus inherently suited to the task of leadership.




The Marriage of Narrative and Analysis 

This is not to say that abstract reason and analysis aren’t also important. Storytelling doesn’t replace analytical thinking. It supplements it by enabling us to imagine new perspectives and is ideally suited to communicating change and stimulating innovation. Abstract analysis is easier to understand when seen through the lens of a well-chosen story and can of course be used to make explicit the implications of a story.

The physical sciences have had an aversion to anything to do with storytelling in part because it deals with such murky things as intentions,  emotions, and matters of the heart. Yet in the last couple of decades, most of the human sciences have grasped the centrality of narrative to human affairs. Thus narrative has come to dominate vast regions of psychology, anthropology, philosophy, sociology, political theory, literary studies, religious studies, and psychotherapy.16 It is even beginning to play a role in the supposedly hard science of medicine.17 Management is among the last of the disciplines to recognize the central significance of narrative to the issues that it deals with.




The Performance of the Story 

Many of the insights in this book will sound simple and easy to learn. But watch out—this is harder than it looks. Storytelling is a performance art. It’s one thing to realize that you need to link the story with the change idea—it’s another thing to do it, time after time without fail, like the swing of a professional golfer who always performs flawlessly. You will not become a master storyteller simply by reading this book. You will have to put the ideas into practice so that you get into a groove.

Finally, keep in mind that the stories in this book are for the most part intended to be performed. Some of the stories included here, when read in the cold white light of the printed page, may seem so brief and bland that it isn’t easy to imagine how they could have impact. Remember that everything is transformed in performance. Small things make a big difference. The look of the eye, the intonation of the voice, the way the body is held, the import of a subtle pause, and the teller’s response to the audience’s responses—all these aspects make a huge contribution to the meaning of a story for audiences. Chapter Two discusses how to perform a story for maximum effect.




A Different Kind of Leader 

Throughout the book, the case is made, step by step, that if you consistently use the narrative tools described here, you will acquire new capabilities. Because you communicate who you are and what you stand for, others come to know you and respect you for that. Because you are attentive to the world as it is, your ideas are sound. Because you speak the truth, you  are believed. Because you make your values explicit and your actions are consistent with those values, your values become contagious and others start to share them. Because you listen to the world, the world listens to you. Because you are open to innovation, happy accidents happen. Because you bring meaning into the world of work, you are able to get superior results. Chapter Twelve explores the implications of this kind of leadership for organizations.




Let’s Go! 

The challenges of leadership are difficult, volatile, sometimes threatening. This book doesn’t shy away from those difficulties. And yet it offers a note of hope. Leadership is not an innate set of skills that a few gifted individuals receive at birth. Narrative patterns can be learned by anyone who wants to lead from whatever position they are in—whether CEO, middle management, or on the front lines of an organization, or outside any organizations altogether—anyone who sees a better way to do things and wants the organization to change.

Organizations often seem immovable. They are not. With the right kind of story at the right time, they are stunningly vulnerable to a new idea. And this book provides you with a guide to finding and telling the right story at the right time.




Author’s Note: Definition of Story and Narrative

In this book, narrative and story are used as synonyms, in a broad sense of an account of a set of events that are causally related. Such a simple, commonsense notion is, however, controversial. Here I have space only to allude to some of the issues.




 Narrower and Broader Definitions of Story and Narrative 

Some practitioners have suggested different definitions. Some suggest that story should be defined in the narrower sense of a well-told story, with a protagonist, a plot, and a turning point leading to a resolution, while  narrative might be used in the broader sense I use. On this view, locutions that lack the traditional elements of a well-told story are not so much stories as ideas for possible stories yet to be told or fragments of stories.18

Others have suggested that story should be used in the broader sense I use, while narrative should be restricted to the narrower sense of “a story as told by a narrator.” On this view, “narrative = story + theme”: the theme is a layer added to the story to instruct, to provide an emotional connection, or to impart a deeper meaning.19

In practice, the actual usage of both story and narrative is very broad. Polkinghorne and others have suggested that we accept this broad meaning and treat the two terms as synonyms.20 Within the broad field of story, it’s possible to distinguish classically structured stories, well-made stories, minimalist stories, anti-stories, fragmentary stories, stories with no ending, stories with multiple endings, stories with multiple beginnings, stories with endings that circle back to the beginning, comedies, tragedies, detective stories, romances, folk tales, novels, theater, movies, television mini-series, and so on, without the need to get into theological discussions as to what is truly a story.

In common usage, story is a large tent, with many variations within it. Some variations are more useful for some purposes than others. There are probably many variations that haven’t yet been identified. If we start out with predetermined ideas of what a “real story” is, you may end up missing useful forms of narrative.




The Internal and External Aspects of a Story 

It is also important to keep in mind that story has an external and an internal aspect. Story in its external aspect is something to be observed, analyzed,  and dissected into its component parts. Story in its internal aspect is something that is experienced, lived as a participant. This book explores both dimensions of story. The value of the external view of story is that it is stable and clear. Its drawback is that it stands outside the experience of the story itself. The value of the internal view of story is that it is fresh and immediate and participative. Its weakness is that it is elusive and kaleidoscopic and vulnerable to abuse. 21




The Position Adopted in This Book 

This book follows common usage and treats story and narrative as synonyms, to mean an account of events that are causally connected in some way.

This book sees story as independent of the media by which it is transmitted. A story can be transmitted by words, by pictures, by video, or by mime. While recognizing the suitability of language to communicate narrative, it is possible to study narrative in its nonverbal manifestations without requiring verbal narration.22

In examining the phenomenon of story and storytelling, both the external and internal aspects of story need to be taken into account .23




[PART 1]

THE ROLE OF STORY IN ORGANIZATIONS
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1

TELLING THE RIGHT STORY

Choosing the Right Story for the Leadership Challenge at Hand

 

 

“Storytelling is fundamental to the human search for meaning.”

—Mary Catherine Bateson1

In 1998, I made a pilgrimage to the International Storytelling Center in Jonesborough, Tennessee, seeking enlightenment. As program director of knowledge management at the World Bank, I’d stumbled onto the power of storytelling. Despite a career of scoffing at such touchy-feely stuff—like most business executives, I knew that analytical was good, anecdotal was bad—my thinking had started to change. Over the past few years, I’d seen stories help galvanize an organization around a defined business goal.

In the mid-1990s, that goal was to get people at the World Bank to support efforts at knowledge management—a strange notion in the organization at the time. I offered people cogent arguments about the need to gather the knowledge scattered throughout the organization. They didn’t listen. I gave PowerPoint presentations that compellingly demonstrated the value of sharing and leveraging our know-how. My audiences merely looked dazed. In desperation, I was ready to try almost anything.

Then in 1996 I began telling people a story:In June of last year, a health worker in a tiny town in Zambia went to the Web site of the Centers for Disease Control and got the answer to a question about the treatment of malaria. Remember that this was in Zambia, one of the poorest countries in the world, and it was in a tiny place six hundred kilometers from the capital city. But the most striking thing about this picture, at least for us, is that the World Bank isn’t in it. Despite our know-how on all kinds of poverty-related issues, that knowledge isn’t available to the millions of people who could use it. Imagine if it were. Think what an organization we could become.





This simple story helped World Bank staff and managers envision a different kind of future for the organization. When knowledge management later became an official corporate priority, I used similar stories to maintain the momentum. So I began to wonder how the tool of narrative might be put to work even more effectively. As a rational manager, I decided to consult the experts.

At the International Storytelling Center, I told the Zambia story to a professional storyteller, J. G. “Paw-Paw” Pinkerton, and asked the master what he thought. Imagine my chagrin when he said he didn’t hear a story at all. There was no real “telling.” There was no plot. There was no building up of the characters. Who was this health worker in Zambia? And what was her world like? What did it feel like to be in the exotic environment of Zambia, facing the problems she faced? My anecdote, he said, was a pathetic thing, not a story at all. I needed to start from scratch if I hoped to turn it into a “real story.”

Was I surprised? Well, not exactly. The story was bland. I did have a problem with this advice from the expert, though. I knew in my heart it was wrong. And with that realization, I was on the brink of an important insight: Beware the well-told story!




The Power of Narrative 

But let me back up a bit. Do stories really have a role to play in the business world? Believe me, I’m familiar with skepticism about them. When you talk about storytelling to a group of hardheaded executives, you’d  better be prepared for some eye rolling. If the group is polite as well as tough, don’t be surprised if the eyes simply glaze over.

That’s because most executives operate with a particular—and generally justified—mind-set. Analysis is what drives business thinking. It seemingly cuts through the fog of myth, gossip, and speculation to get to the hard facts. It purports to go wherever the observations and premises and conclusions take it, undistorted by the hopes or fears of the analyst. Its strength lies in its objectivity, its impersonality, its heartlessness.

Yet this strength is also a weakness. Analysis might excite the mind, but it hardly offers a route to the heart. And that’s where you must go if you are to motivate people not only to take action but to do so with energy and enthusiasm. At a time when corporate survival often requires transformational change, leadership involves inspiring people to act in unfamiliar and often unwelcome ways. Mind-numbing cascades of numbers or daze-inducing PowerPoint slides won’t achieve this goal. Even logical arguments for making the needed changes usually won’t do the trick.

But effective storytelling often does. In fact, in certain situations, nothing else works. Although good business cases are developed through the use of numbers, they are typically approved on the basis of a story—that is, a narrative that links a set of events in some kind of causal sequence. Story-telling can translate those dry and abstract numbers into compelling pictures of a leader’s goals. I saw this happen at the World Bank—by 2000, we were increasingly recognized as leaders in the area of knowledge management—and have seen it in scores of other large organizations since then.

So why did I have problems with the advice I’d received from the professional storyteller in Jonesborough?


A “Poorly Told” Story 

The timing of my trip to Tennessee was fortunate. Had I sought expert advice two years earlier, I might have taken the master’s recommendations without question. But I’d had some time to approach the idea of organizational storytelling with a beginner’s mind, free of strictures about the right way to tell a story.

It wasn’t that I couldn’t follow the Jonesborough storyteller’s recommendations. I saw immediately how to flesh out my modest anecdote about the health worker in Zambia: You’d dramatically depict her life, the scourge of malaria that she faced in her work, and perhaps the pain and suffering of the patient she was treating that day. You’d describe the extraordinary set of events that led to her being seated in front of a computer screen deep in the hinterland of Zambia. You’d delineate the false leads she had followed before she came across the CDC Web site. You’d build up to the moment of triumph when she found the answer to her question about malaria and vividly describe how that answer could transform the life of her patient. The story would be a veritable epic!

This traditional, or maximalist, account would be more engrossing than my dry anecdote. But I had learned enough by then to realize that telling the story in this way to a corporate audience would not galvanize implementation of a strange new idea like knowledge management. I knew that in the hectic modern workplace, people had neither the time nor the patience—remember executives’ general skepticism about story-telling in the first place—to absorb a richly detailed narrative. If I was going to hold the attention of my audience, I had to make my point in seconds, not in minutes.

There was another problem. Even if my audience did take the time to listen to a fully developed tale, telling it in that fashion would not allow listeners the mental space to relate the story to their own very different worlds. Although I was describing a health worker in Zambia, I wanted my audience to focus not on Zambia but on their own situations. I hoped they would think, “If the CDC can reach a health worker in Zambia, why can’t the World Bank? Why don’t we put our knowledge on a Web site and broaden our scope?” If my listeners were immersed in a saga about that health worker and her patient, they might be too preoccupied to ask themselves these questions—or to provide answers. In other words, I didn’t want my audience too interested in Zambia. A minimalist narrative was effective precisely because it lacked detail and texture. The same characteristic that the professional storyteller saw as a flaw was, for my purposes, a strength.

On my return from Jonesborough, I educated myself on the principles of traditional storytelling. More than two thousand years ago, Aristotle, in his Poetics, said stories should have a beginning, a middle, and an end. They should include complex characters as well as a plot that incorporates a reversal of fortune and a lesson learned. Furthermore, the storyteller should be so engaged with the story—visualizing the action, feeling what the characters feel—that the listeners become drawn into the narrative’s world. Aristotle’s formula has proved successful over the ages, from Ovid’s Metapmorphoses to The Arabian Nights to The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and most Hollywood screenplays.

Despite the narrative power of this kind of story, I knew that it probably wouldn’t spark action in an organization. My insight blinded me to something else, though. Believing that this wonderful and rich tradition had no place in the time-constrained world of modern business was as wrongheaded as thinking that all stories had to be full of detail and color. Later on, I would see that the well-told story is relevant in a modern organization. Indeed, a number of surprises about the use of storytelling in organizations awaited me.


Tales of Success and Failure 

In December 2000 I left the World Bank and began to consult with companies on their knowledge management programs and, by extension, their use of organizational stories. The following year, I found myself in London with Dave Snowden, then a director of IBM’s Institute of Knowledge Management, teaching a storytelling master class to around seventy executives from private and public sector organizations.

In the morning, I spoke about my experience at the World Bank and how a positive orientation was essential if a narrative like the one about Zambia was to have its intended effect. But in the afternoon, to my dismay, my fellow presenter emphatically asserted the opposite.

At IBM and elsewhere, Dave had found purely positive stories to be problematic. They were, he said, like the Janet and John stories told to children in the United Kingdom or the Dick and Jane stories in the  United States: the characters were so good they made you feel queasy. The naughtiest thing Janet and John would do was spill a bottle of water in the yard. Then they would go and tell their mother about it and promise never to do it again. Janet would volunteer to help with the cleanup and John would offer to help wash the car. These stories for children reflected a desire to show things as they should be rather than as they actually are. In a corporate environment, Dave told his audience, listeners would respond to such rosy tales by conjuring up negative anti-stories about what must have actually happened. His message: Beware the positive story!

After the workshop, Dave and I discussed why his stories focused on the negative while mine accentuated the positive. I could see he had a point. I’d used negative stories myself when trying to teach people the nitty-gritty of any subject. The fact is, people learn more from their mistakes than from their successes.

Eventually, however, it dawned on me that our points of view were complementary. We were talking about organizational stories used for different purposes: my stories were designed to motivate people, and Dave’s were designed to share knowledge. His stories might describe how and why a team failed to accomplish an objective, with the aim of helping others avoid the same mistakes. (To elicit such stories, however, Dave often had to start by getting people to talk about their successes, even if these accounts were ultimately less useful vehicles for conveying knowledge.) It was then that I began to realize that the purpose of telling a story might determine its form.

Granted, even optimistic stories have to be true and believable, since jaded corporate audiences know too well the experience of being presented with half-truths. Stories told in an effort to spur action need to make good on their promises and contain sufficient evidence of a positive outcome. But stories intended mainly to transfer knowledge must be more than true. Because their objective is to generate understanding and not action, they tend to highlight the pitfalls of ignorance; they are meant not to inspire people but to make them cautious. Just as my minimalist stories to spark action were different from traditional entertainment stories told  in a maximalist fashion, so an effective knowledge-sharing story would have negative rather than positive overtones.


A Collective Yawn 

Once I saw that different narrative forms can further different business goals, I looked for other ways that managers could make stories work for them. A number of distinct story types began to emerge—ones that didn’t necessarily follow Aristotelian guidelines but were nonetheless used to good effect in a variety of organizations. (For descriptions of some of them and the purposes for which they might be used, see the section titled “A Storytelling Catalog.”) And I continued to come across unexpected insights about the nature of storytelling within organizations.

For one thing, if negative stories have their place, so do apparently boring ones. In Talking about Machines, Julian Orr recounts a number of stories that have circulated among photocopy machine repair technicians at Xerox.2 While rich in detail, they are even less storylike than my little anecdote about the health care worker in Zambia. Most of these tales, which present solutions to technical problems faced by the technicians, lack a plot and a distinct character. In fact, they are hardly stories at all, with little to hold the interest of anyone except those close to the often-esoteric subject matter. Why are they compelling even to this limited audience? Because they are driven forward by a detailed explanation of the cause-and-effect relationship between an action and its consequence. For example:You’ve got a malfunctioning copy machine with an E053 error code, which is supposed to mean a problem in the 24-volt Interlock Power Supply. But you could chase the source of that 24-volt Interlock problem forever, and you’d never, ever find out what it is. If you’re lucky enough, you’ll eventually get an F066 error code, which indicates the true source of the malfunction—namely, a shorted dicorotron. Apparently, this is happening because the circuitry in the XER board has been changed to prevent the damage that would otherwise occur when a dicorotron shorted. Before the change in circuitry, a shorted dicorotron would have fried the whole XER board. Changing the circuitry has prevented damage to the XER board, but it’s created a different issue. Now an E053 error message doesn’t give you the true source of the machine’s malfunction.





This story, paraphrased here, doesn’t just describe the technician’s accurate diagnosis of a problem; it also relates why things happened as they did. This makes the account, negative in tone and almost unintelligible to an outsider, both informative and interesting to its intended audience.

As I continued my investigation, one area of particular interest for me was the link between storytelling and leadership. I already knew from personal experience how stories could be used as a catalyst for action. And I had seen in several influential books—Leading Minds by Howard Gardner, The Leadership Engine by Noel Tichy, and The Story Factor by Annette Simmons—how stories could help leaders define their personality, boosting confidence in their integrity and providing some idea of how they might act in a given situation.3

I also had seen leaders using narrative to inculcate a positive set of corporate values and beliefs in the hearts and minds of employees. Think, for example, of Tyco’s effort to repair its battered value system. The company began by developing a straightforward guide setting forth new rules in such areas as harassment, conflicts of interest, and fraud. But Eric Pillmore, senior vice president of corporate governance, soon learned that in this form the booklet would merely gather dust on people’s shelves. So he threw out what he had done and started again in an effort to bring the principles alive through stories. Here is one of them:The entire team jokes about Tom being gay. Tom has never complained and doesn’t seem to mind, but when Mark is assigned to work with Tom, the jokes turn on Mark. Now that Mark receives the brunt of the jokes, he tells his supervisor he wants to be reassigned. His supervisor complies with Mark’s request.4





This story serves as a sidebar for the section of the guide that deals with sexual harassment and other forms of intimidating behavior. While the company’s policy on harassment is clearly laid out in the guide, the simple narrative helps bring the policy to life and provides a starting point for thinking about and discussing the complex issues involved. Dozens of similar stories illustrate an array of company policies.5


An Enticing but Hazy Future 

Although these types of stories furthered leadership goals in a relatively predictable way, others I came across were more quirky—particularly ones used to communicate vision. Noel Tichy writes about the importance of preparing an organization for change: “The best way to get humans to venture into unknown terrain is to make that terrain familiar and desirable by taking them there first in their imaginations.”6 Aha! I thought. Here is a place where storytelling, perhaps the most powerful route to people’s imaginations, could prove indispensable.

But as I looked at examples of such stories in a number of arenas, I discovered that most of the successful ones were surprisingly sketchy about the details of the imagined future. Consider Winston Churchill’s “We Shall Fight on the Beaches” speech and Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech. Neither of these famous addresses came close to describing the future in enough detail that it became, in listeners’ minds, familiar terrain.

Over time—and, in part, through work I did in corporate scenario planning—I realized why. Specific predictions about the future are likely to be proved wrong. Because they almost inevitably differ in major or minor ways from what eventually happens, leaders who utter them risk losing people’s confidence. Consequently, a story designed to prepare people for change needs to evoke the future and conjure up a direction for getting there—without being too precise. Think of the corporate future laid out in a famous mandate by Jack Welch: General Electric will be either number one or number two in the field, or it will exit the sector. This is a clear but broad-brush description of where Welch wanted to take the company. Like my Zambia story, though for different reasons, it doesn’t convey too much information.

I also came across stories used in somewhat unusual situations that called for reactive rather than proactive measures. These stories counteracted negative ones that circulated like viruses within an organization and threatened to infect the entire body. Dave Snowden of IBM first pointed out to me how stories could be used in this manner. His hypothesis was  that you could attach a positive story to a negative one and defuse it, as an antibody would neutralize an antigen.

For example, at an IBM manufacturing site for laptop computers in the United Kingdom, stories circulated among the blue-collar workers about the facility’s managers, who were accused of not doing any real work, being overpaid, and having no idea what it was like on the manufacturing line. But an additional story was injected into the mix: One day, a new site director turned up in a white coat, unannounced and unaccompanied, and sat on the line making ThinkPads for a day. He asked workers on the assembly line for help. In response, someone asked him: “Why do you earn so much more than me?” His simple reply: “If you screw up badly, you lose your job. If I screw up badly, three thousand people lose their jobs.”7

While not a story in the traditional sense, the manager’s words—and actions—served as a seed for the story that eventually circulated in opposition to the one about managers’ being lazy and overpaid. You can imagine the buzz: “Blimey, you should’ve seen how he fumbled with those circuit boards. I guess he’ll never work on the line. But you know, he does have a point about his pay.” The atmosphere at the facility began improving within weeks.

A STORYTELLING CATALOG

Storytelling is an increasingly accepted way to achieve management goals. But leaders need to employ a variety of narrative patterns for different aims. The following sections sketch the kinds of stories I’ve found, following the general outline of Part Two of the book.

 

 

Sparking Action

Leadership is, above all, about getting people to change. To achieve this goal, you need to communicate the complex nature of the changes required and inspire an often skeptical organization to enthusiastically carry them out. This is the place for what I call a “springboard story,” one that enables listeners to visualize the large-scale  transformation needed in their circumstances and then to act on that realization.

Such a story is based on an actual event, preferably recent enough to seem relevant. It has a single protagonist with whom members of the target audience can identify. And it has an authentically happy ending, in which a change has at least in part been implemented successfully. (It also has an implicit alternate ending, an unhappy one that would have resulted had the change not occurred.)

The story has enough detail to be intelligible and credible but—and this is key—not so much texture that the audience becomes completely wrapped up in it. If that happens, people won’t have the mental space to create an analogous scenario for change in their own organization. For example, if you want to get an organization to embrace a new technology, you might tell stories about individuals elsewhere who have successfully implemented it, without dwelling on the specifics of implementation.

 

 

Communicating Who You Are

You aren’t likely to lead people through wrenching change if they don’t trust you. And if they’re to trust you, they have to know you: who you are, where you’ve come from, and why you hold the views you do. Ideally, they’ll end up not only understanding you but also empathizing with you.

Stories for this purpose are usually based on a life event that reveals some strength or vulnerability and shows what the speaker took from the experience.

Unlike a story designed to spark action, this kind is typically “well told,” with colorful detail and context. So the speaker needs to ensure that the audience has enough time and interest to hear the story.

For example, Jack Welch’s success in making General Electric a winner was undoubtedly aided by his ability to tell his own story, which includes a tongue-lashing he once received from his mother after he hurled a hockey stick across the ice in response to a disappointing loss. His mother chased the young Jack Welch into the locker room where the young men on the team were changing and grabbed him  by the shoulders. “You punk!” he reports her saying in his memoir, “If you don’t know how to lose, you’ll never know how to win.”8

On the face of it, this is a story about Jack Welch’s youth, but it’s also a story about the Jack Welch of today. From this story, we get a good idea of the kind of person Jack Welch became as CEO of GE—obsessed with winning, strong on loyalty, and with an aggressive style of behavior, someone who is very much “in your face.”

 

Communicating Who the Company Is—Branding

In some ways the stories by which companies communicate the reputation of themselves and their products so as to establish their brand are analogous to leaders’ stories of who they are.

Just as individuals need trust if they are to lead, so companies need trust if their products and services are to succeed in the marketplace. For customers to trust a company and its products, they have to know what sort of company they are dealing with, what kinds of values it espouses, and how its people approach meeting customers’ needs.

Strong brands are based on a narrative—a promise that the company makes to the customer, a promise that the company must keep. It’s a story that the customer has about the company and its products and services. The brand narrative is owned by the customer, not the company.

Once you have settled on the brand promise and made sure that the organization can deliver on it, communicating that to customers is most effectively done, not through electronic advertising (which today has limited credibility) but rather through having the product or service tell its own story, or by the customers’ word of mouth.

 

 

Transmitting Values

Stories can be effective tools for ingraining values within an organization, particularly those that help forestall future problems by clearly establishing limits on destructive behavior. A story of this type ensures that the audience understands “how things are done around here.”

These narratives often take the form of a parable. Religious leaders have used them for thousands of years to communicate values.  The stories are usually set in some kind of generic past and have few context-setting details—though the context that is established needs to seem relevant to the listeners. The facts of such tales can be hypothetical, but they must be believable. For example, a story might tell the sad fate of someone who failed to see the conflict of interest in not disclosing a personal financial interest in a company supplier.

Of course, narratives alone cannot establish values in an organization. Leaders need to live the values on a daily basis.

 

 

Fostering Collaboration

Every management textbook talks about the value of getting people to work together. But most don’t offer advice on making that happen in real-life work environments—except generalities like “Encourage conversations.” Yes, but how?

One approach is to generate a common narrative around a group’s concerns and goals, beginning with a story told by one member of the group. Ideally, that first story sparks another, which sparks another. If the process continues, group members develop a shared perspective, one that enables a sense of community to emerge naturally. The first story must be emotionally moving enough to unleash the narrative impulse in others and to create a readiness to hear more stories. It could, for example, vividly describe how the speaker had grappled with a difficult work situation.

For this process to occur, it is best if the group has an open agenda that allows the stories to surface organically. It is also desirable to have a plan ready so that the energy generated by the positive experience of sharing stories can be immediately channeled into action.

 

 

Taming the Grapevine

Rumors flow incessantly through every organization. “Have you heard the latest?” is a whispered refrain that’s difficult for managers to deal with. Denying a rumor can give it credibility. Asking how it got started may ensure its spread. Ignoring it altogether risks allowing it to grow out of control. Rumors about issues central to the future of the organization—takeovers, reorganizations, major managerial changes—can  be an enormous distraction (or worse) to the staff and to outside stakeholders.

So as an executive, what can you do? One effective response is to harness the energy of the grapevine to defuse the rumor, using a story to convince listeners that the gossip is either untrue or unreasonable. This kind of story highlights the incongruity between the rumor and reality. You could use gentle satire to mock the rumor, the rumor’s author, or even yourself, in an effort to undermine the rumor’s power. For example, you might deal with a false rumor of “imminent corporate-wide reorganization” by jokingly recounting how the front office’s current struggles involving the seating chart for executive committee meetings would have to be worked out first. Keep in mind, though, that humor can backfire. Mean-spirited ridicule can generate a well-deserved backlash.

The trick is to work with, not against, the flow of the vast underground river of informal communication that exists in every organization. Of course, you can’t ridicule a rumor into oblivion if it’s true or at least reasonable. If that’s the case, there is little that can be done except to admit the rumor, put it in perspective, and move on.

 

 

Sharing Knowledge

Much of the intellectual capital of an organization is not written down anywhere but resides in the minds of the staff. Communicating this know-how across an organization and beyond typically occurs informally, through the sharing of stories.

Knowledge-sharing narratives are unusual in that they lack a hero or even a detectable plot. They are more about problems, and how and why they got—or didn’t get—resolved. They include a description of the problem, the setting, the solution, and the explanation. Because they highlight a problem—say, the challenge employees face in learning to use a new system—they tend to have a negative tone. And because they often focus in detail on why a particular solution worked, they may be of little interest outside a defined group of people. Though lacking most elements of a conventional story, they are nonetheless the uncelebrated workhorse of organizational narrative.

They present a difficulty, however. In a corporate setting, stories about problems don’t flow easily, not only because people fear the consequences of admitting mistakes, but also because, in the flush of success, people tend to forget what they learned along the way. As a result, the knowledge-sharing story cannot be compelled; it has to be teased out. That is, a discussion of successes may be needed to get people to talk about what has gone wrong and how it can be fixed.

 

 

Leading People into the Future

An important part of a leader’s job is preparing others for what lies ahead, whether in the concrete terms of an actual scenario or the more conceptual terms of a vision. A story can help take listeners from where they are now to where they need to be, by getting them familiar and comfortable with the future in their minds. The problem, of course, lies in crafting a credible narrative about the future when the future is unknowable.

Thus, if such stories are to serve their purpose, they should whet listeners’ imaginative appetite about the future without providing detail likely to prove inaccurate. Listeners should be able to remold the story in their minds as the future unfolds with all its unexpected twists and turns. And clearly, the stories should portray that state in a positive way: people are more likely to overcome uncertainty about change if they are shown what to aim for rather than what to avoid.

Note that telling an evocative future narrative requires a high degree of verbal skill, something not every leader possesses. But the springboard story, described earlier, provides an alternative. Hearing about a change that has already happened can help listeners to imagine how it might play out in the future.






Using the Storytelling Catalog 

The catalog of narratives constitutes a handy menu of options that can be consulted by executives weaving together a set of stories for a full-scale presentation. Table 1.1 lays out the uses of the various types of stories.

TABLE 1.1 Eight Different Narative Patterns.
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The point is that there is no single right way to tell a story. Instead, narrative comprises an array of tools, each suitable to a different purpose. Different combinations of story can be woven together as an integrated narrative tapestry. Some examples:• A presentation to introduce a new idea might involve, first, a story to get the audience’s attention by talking about a problem of concern to the audience, followed by a springboard story to communicate a new idea and spark action related to it, and then, if the response is positive, concluding with knowledge-sharing stories showing how to deal with the issues of implementation.
• A presentation about the strategic direction of an organization might begin with a personal identity story (“who I am”) followed by the company identity story (“who we are”) eventually leading on to a future story (“who we are going to be”).9 



With the catalog in hand, you can also avoid some of the most frequent mistakes in organizational storytelling:• Using a story with negative tonality will generally fail to spark action. However useful such a story might be to share understanding, it is unlikely to inspire and move people.
• Telling a personal story in a traditional fashion is also unlikely to spark action. Such a story might entertain the audience and communicate who the speaker is, but it is unlikely to galvanize people to action.
• Using success stories will typically fail to communicate knowledge because it risks missing the nitty-gritty of how things actually get done in the world.
• Denying untrue rumors often just accelerates them, although a satire can ridicule an untrue rumor out of existence.
• Using detailed scenarios to instill belief in a different future is generally ineffective. Even if believable when disseminated, such scenarios quickly become discredited as the future unfolds in unexpected ways.






The ROI of Storytelling 

“What’s the ROI of storytelling?” is often the first question that arises when a business audience contemplates the topic of storytelling. In dealing with such a question, the first thing to consider is whether it is genuine. Often the request to quantify benefits is merely a pretext for taking no action, or a polite way of making a negative statement. When the response to a request for measurable benefits is followed by a request for additional measurements and studies, then beware. Measurement has value when it is provoked by a genuine attempt to understand the consequences of action and is backed by willingness to act on the basis of the findings.10


Talk Is Work 

Storytelling is about making managers and leaders more effective in what they do. So what do managers do? The first point to realize is that for managers—and indeed most people in the knowledge economy—talk is work. If you can learn how to talk more effectively, you can become much more productive.

The contrary view is of course still prevalent. And still emerges today even in leading business publications.11 But it flies in the face of serious research such as Henry Mintzberg’s classic Nature of Managerial Work,  which showed that talking comprises 78 percent of what managers actually do with their time. 12

Where storytelling gets the message across more effectively, its incremental cost is zero, or close to zero, and so its ROI is massive.13 Moreover, communicating through stories usually means talking more succinctly, so that the cost in terms of executive and staff time is actually lower than for ineffective talk.


Impact of Storytelling on Implementing Change 

Assessments of the effect of storytelling on performance are now emerging. A recent study explored the experience of some forty companies involved in major change, including banks, hospitals, manufacturers, and utilities.14 Each of these projects was initiated by senior management and  involved changes such as implementing a Six Sigma program, optimizing business processes, and adopting a new sales strategy. All the programs could potentially have had a large economic impact on the organization, and all required major company-wide changes in behavior, tasks, and processes.

Two things are striking about the study’s findings. First, it’s remarkable how little success the companies had with their change programs. The team gauged the difference between the expected value of a project (essentially calculated in the business case for it) and the value the company claimed to have achieved when it was completed. In all, 58 percent of the companies failed to meet their targets; 20 percent captured only a third or less of the value expected. And the overall differences between the winners and losers were huge. The successful 42 percent of these companies not only gained the expected returns, in some instances they exceeded them by as much as 200-300 percent.

Second, one of the key success factors was storytelling. The study rated each company’s strength in twelve widely recognized factors for managing change effectively, including the ability to tell a simple, clear and compelling story—no mixed messages. The researchers found a high correlation between the success factors, including storytelling, and the outcome of the change program. Storytelling wasn’t the only success factor, of course: other elements included the company’s project-management skills, training, and incentives for promoting change. But without a storytelling capacity, the chances of success were significantly lower.


Narrative Is the Foundation of an Organization’s Brand 

Another area where considerable progress has been made in quantifying the impact of narrative has been in the area of brands. A strong brand generates benefits in terms of raising capital, launching new products, acquiring new assets, or attracting new partners. Although strong brands reflect the immense value that can be generated by narrative—the top ten global brands are together worth some US$380 billion—the phenomenon of advertising illustrates how extraordinary quantities of money can  be wasted in the ineffective use of narrative. 15 And what narrative creates, narrative can also take away: the narrative-generated value of brands is vulnerable to attack by narrative. When companies don’t live up to their brand values, the consequences can be devastating.


The Emerging Micro Studies on the Impact of Storytelling 

Research in speech communications has begun to clarify why stories are effective in stimulating responses from listeners. Stories excite the imagination of the listener and create consecutive states of tension (puzzlement and recoil) and tension release (insight and resolution). Thus the listener is not a passive receiver of information but is triggered into a state of active thinking.16 The listener must consider the meaning of the story and try to make sense of it. By this process, the listener is engaged; attention and interest are fostered.17

Studies in social psychology show that information is more quickly and accurately remembered when it is first presented in the form of an example or story, particularly one that is intrinsically appealing.18

One study compared the effectiveness of four different methods to persuade a group of M.B.A. students of an unlikely hypothesis, namely, that a company really practiced a policy of avoiding layoffs. In one method, there was just a story. In the second, the researchers provided statistical data. In the third, they used statistical data and a story. In the fourth, they offered the policy statement made by a senior company executive. The most effective method of all turned out to be the first alternative, presenting the story alone.19


Storytelling Is an Amplifier 

How consistently does storytelling work? Is it effective 100 percent of the time? Or 50 percent? Or 10 percent of the time? At the time of writing, the question can’t be answered, because the body of research simply doesn’t include enough longitudinal studies.

It is possible, however, to infer the eventual findings by comparison with an area on which a great deal of research work has been done: teams.  The amazing reports from the field about the benefits of specific teams contrast sharply with the gloomy picture that emerges from scholarly research on the impact of teamwork on performance across many organizations: overall, no net improvement in performance can be detected. How can the two be reconciled? Richard Hackman makes several helpful points in Leading Teams.20

First, in organizations, there is no simple cause-and-effect relationship between introducing a management technique and getting an improved business result. This contrasts with other spheres of activity where simple causal relationships do seem to operate. Hit the nail with the hammer and it goes into the wood. Show a dog food and it salivates. This kind of simple cause-and-effect logic can be misleading if applied to the complex world of organizations, where it is difficult to trace single effects to single causes. Uncontrollable outside factors can sink a wonderfully designed team (a hurricane just swept the entire inventory out to sea) or rescue one whose design was so bad that failure seemed assured (the firm that was competing for the contract just went belly-up). In organizations, multiple causes are operating at the same time and interacting with each over an extended period of time.

Second, the apparent paradox of zero improvement in performance from teams in organizations overall—along with extraordinary gains reportedly made in specific instances—reflects the fact that teams are found at both ends of the effectiveness spectrum. While some extraordinary teams outperform any traditional units, other teams do so poorly that they are easily outperformed by traditional units. So the absence of an overall benefit from the impact of all teams doesn’t mean that teams are irrelevant to performance.

I won’t be surprised to find a similar result with storytelling. Thus you may continue to see case studies indicating improved performance in some instances.21 You will also see instances where storytelling didn’t work at all: compare for example chapters 5 and 6 of The Springboard,  which describe how a story that was highly effective in one context got derailed in a different context as a result of extraneous factors.

It remains to be seen whether overall assessments across many organizations will detect a major correlation between the use of story-telling and organizational performance—or not, as in the case of teams. In any organizational change, many factors play a role in achieving organizational performance: a good story may be undermined by other factors (such as counterproductive managerial behavior in other areas), while a story that appeared to fail with most of the audience may be rescued by external events that make the change inevitable (for example, the firm is taken over by a company that is already implementing the new approach).

The effectiveness of storytelling is related to the nature and consistency of the leadership involved, a point I’ll explore further in Chapters Eleven and Twelve. It is by no means clear whether any correlation between storytelling and performance will emerge. Nevertheless, as in the case of work teams, it seems probable that storytelling will operate like an amplifier: whatever passes through the device—whether it is signal or noise—comes out louder. If care is taken to ensure the quality of the signal, the effect can be extraordinary.22
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TELLING THE STORY RIGHT

Four Key Elements of Storytelling Performance

 

 

“Who knows why certain notes in music are capable of stirring the listener deeply, though the same notes slightly rearranged are impotent?”

—Strunk and White1

Knowing the right story to tell is only half the battle. The other half is telling the story right. Storytelling is a performance art, and the way a story is performed can radically change its emotional tone and hence its impact on the listener. Thus a leader may have an excellent story to tell and may possess highly developed verbal skills to tell it, and yet perform poorly as a storyteller because the story is told as a dull monologue, rather than interactively as a conversation. Conversely, a leader may have very limited verbal skills but a firm grasp of the idea of reciprocity that lies at the heart of effective storytelling, and so deliver a very effective performance. “Telling the story right” entails having all of the various elements of storytelling mesh together to form the social act known as storytelling.2

In performance, the story, the storyteller, and the audience interact to form a meaningful ensemble. In the world of organizations, there’s often a preoccupation with what is said, while in the world of storytelling, the focus is more often on how the story is performed. In practice, the story’s  form and content, the storyteller, and the audience are all inseparably intertwined with each other.

Note also that since storytelling is a performance art, you won’t become able to tell a story right simply by reading this chapter. Just as you learn how to ski by starting to ski or to sing a song by actually singing, so you will get better at storytelling through telling stories. This chapter can explain to you the principles involved, but you alone can master them through practice. Nevertheless, having a guide can help. By pointing out what to look for and which pitfalls to avoid, my goal is to accelerate the learning that you will have to undertake if you choose to develop your storytelling skills.

The suggestions fall under four headings:• Style
• Truth
• Preparation
• Delivery






Style 

There are many styles of storytelling. However, the one most suitable for the modern, fast-paced organization is a style that is plain, simple, and direct. This will be the foundation that you can customize for particular settings and requirements.3

Here’s an example of what I recommend. It happens to be Lou Gerstner, talking at a press conference in New York on June 5, 1995, about the events that led up to IBM’s purchase of Lotus. As a story, there’s nothing unusual or remarkable about it. It’s a typical example of business story-telling: plain, simple, and workmanlike. It’s not a story that would be considered brilliant. Nor is there anything that would draw attention to Gerstner as a storyteller. Listen:I think it is useful to step back and look at the evolution of this industry to really understand the strategic rationale of this transaction. The industry began as a very centralized model of computing. It was the world of mainframes, large central processors.

And while there will be the need for central processors for many, many years to come, that first phase ended a decade or so ago—and the second phase began, which is the era of the PC.

And so powerful, stand-alone computers were put in the hands of workers around the world, and we had the PC revolution. It provided enormous personal productivity benefits to workers in enterprises, small businesses, and even at home.

But it’s clear to me and to many others that the industry is now entering a new phase of the information technology industry. And it is a phase in which all of the computing power of an enterprise is linked together—so that the mainframes or servers and the PCs become linked in a network. . . .

. . . but not just a hierarchical network, so that the PCs can talk to the mainframes or servers—but very importantly, a world in which all of the users can talk horizontally to each other, and to work together in what is known as “collaborative” or “team” computing. That is a very, very powerful need of our customers around the world.4





While not being in any way remarkable, Gerstner’s story illustrates a number of important characteristics of a style of storytelling that is effective for leaders in organizations.


Tell Your Story as If You Were Talking to a Single Individual 

Gerstner’s idiom, and the idiom of most effective organizational story-telling, is the voice of conversation. The model is that of one person speaking to another. The style appears to be spontaneous and motivated by the need to tell the listener about something.

It’s as if it has just occurred to Gerstner to tell his audience about what has been going on in the computer industry, and so he begins to do so. What he has to say doesn’t feel like a set piece. There’s no sign that Gerstner has labored over the language beforehand, systematically refining and arranging his thoughts, editing their expression, checking with his lawyers, and then reading the final cleared text aloud. It’s as if something has just occurred to him, and so he says it.5

As it happens, Gerstner is talking to a crowd of journalists, but he might just as well be talking to each person in the audience, one on one. His voice is the voice of dialogue.

Gerstner says one thing, and after another moment, something else occurs to him and so he says that too. It happens to be a useful progression from his former thought. So the listeners follow along. His speech has the rhythm of conversation. It’s a series of movements, each one brief and crisp, beginning at the beginning and ending with a suitable conclusion.

The appearance of spontaneity is of course an illusion. Gerstner has carefully rehearsed the story and knows exactly where it is heading. In retrospect, the audience may see that these movements of thought are in fact organized into a flawless order, but at the time, the illusion is created that this order is simply the consequence of Gerstner’s logical, penetrating, uncluttered mind. His words appear to come out the way they do without any special effort. The order is never referred to. Its existence is not even acknowledged. Everything that is dispensable has been edited out, but the result doesn’t sound edited.


Avoid Hedges 

Gerstner avoids indicating that he is doing anything other than presenting the situation as it actually is. Thus he avoids the kinds of hedges that writers often adopt to protect themselves against possible objections or to provide insurance that they may have overlooked something that might change the audience’s view as to the import of the story.6

Gerstner has banished from his vocabulary phrases like, “As we shall see . . .” and “Before I move on to my next point . . .” and “As far as I know. . . .” He doesn’t bother with disclaimers that he doesn’t have time to tell the whole story, or that he has skipped over important events.

In telling his story, Gerstner presents the situation as being obvious to anyone who will take a hard look. “It is clear to me and to many others. . . .” He refrains from indicating alternative points of view. He doesn’t, for instance, say, “My predecessor in IBM took an entirely different view of the situation and was on the verge of breaking up the company.”

In his more philosophic moments, Gerstner might perhaps recognize that all human beings are liable to leap to conclusions with insufficient rational backing, are unable to be both honest and consistent, and have  no good grip on the future, and that his account of the history of the computer industry is at best a very partial one.

Perhaps Gerstner never has such philosophic moments. But even if he does, he doesn’t encumber his listeners with them during the telling of his story. This makes sense, since nothing is more irritating than to listen to a speech clotted with hedges of ignorance or frailty or the possibility of error. So Gerstner simply presents his story: “This is the way things have happened in our industry.” From his bearing and demeanor, listeners tend to conclude that it is indeed so.


Keep Your Storytelling Focused, Simple, and Clear 

The virtues of Gerstner’s story, like most good organizational story-telling, are clarity and simplicity. These are also its vices. Gerstner doesn’t acknowledge ambiguities, qualifications, or doubts. Gerstner has made hard choices silently and out of the listener’s sight. He presents the story on the basis that this is what happened. Once made, the choices are presented as if they are inevitable.

Gerstner’s language doesn’t draw attention to itself; rather, it serves as a window that reveals the content of the story he is telling. If the audience were to notice Gerstner the person, through a dazzling use of language or some unusual mannerisms or some striking gestures—rather than the content of the story—then he would have been less effective. How he tells the story is understated. At the end of his presentation, no one says, “My heavens, that Lou Gerstner is a wonderful storyteller!” Instead, the focus is on what he says. The audience is more likely to exclaim, “How fascinating!”

Gerstner presents his story in a way that is seemingly transparent, as if the listeners are looking at his subject through a perfectly clean and nondistorting window. The window doesn’t draw attention to itself.7


Present the Story as Something Valuable in Itself 

Gerstner doesn’t spend time justifying the telling of this particular story. He gives no indication that the listener will have any question about the  value of his story. He doesn’t raise any question about whether the listeners are interested in what he has to say.

As storyteller, he presents his story as something that is inherently valuable. The value comes from the story itself and from its role as part of a larger whole. He has selected elements that are common knowledge and put them together in a way that gives them broader significance. In so doing, he gives the events a meaning that the audience might not otherwise have grasped.

Gerstner presumes upon the listeners’ attention as his right. To justify his presumption, he offers something important, complete, self-contained, and intelligible. He presents his story as being valuable independent of any special knowledge he might have or any position he might hold. What he says is something that is clear to him “and to many others.” The implication is that anyone who takes the trouble to see what is going on in the industry would see what Gerstner is seeing. The value of his story emerges from the listeners’ ability to grasp the story and its implications because of their own clear and focused minds.

As storyteller, Gerstner enters into a kind of tacit contract with his listeners. He agrees to tell the listeners a story and they agree, at the outset at least, to listen to his story. As he repays the listeners’ attention with something valuable and self-contained, they continue to listen. His story begins by breaking silence and ends by returning to silence, leaving nothing unresolved.8


Be Yourself 

Style isn’t something separate from the person. Nor is it detachable from the content of what is said. Gerstner performs his story in a style that lets the content shine through. He stands behind what he has to say because he has seen it, experienced it, and thought it out independently. He may be stating what is a common conclusion among experts in the industry at the time, but in expressing it, he is neither joining a chorus nor embracing a platitude.9

Instead, he presents his story as if it has the freshness of a discovery. He talks as though what he is saying doesn’t come from following what he  has been told to say by his public relations team or from a briefing by his technical experts. He doesn’t point to the acceptance of others as grounds for accepting it. It is not the opinions of other people that gives force to his story; it is his conviction that he knows what he is saying to be true.

As a storyteller, Gerstner presents himself as a thinking human being, not the head of a large bureaucracy or the construct of his handlers. In the apparent absence of these encumbrances, his utterances have a freshness that no committee of speechwriters can give.10

Gerstner simply presents the evidence that he has found and the reasoning that has led him to the conclusion that he has reached, just as anyone else would reach it independently with the same evidence and reasoning.

He speaks, not as if he is trying to persuade, but rather as though he is presenting reality as it is. The implication is that listeners are free to draw their own conclusions, but if they were to draw any other conclusion than Gerstner’s, they would be in error. He is inviting them to conclude, just as he already has, not only that the experience has a bearing on the future but also that there is a need to update their previously held views.11

As a storyteller, he doesn’t suggest that the listeners may be mistaken in their current views. He tacitly accepts that the listeners may well be justified in whatever views that they currently hold, given the range of experience to which they have had access, prior to hearing him speak. In telling his story, he is enabling the listeners to expand their lived experience so that they may conclude of their own accord that the views they have held up to this point need to be adjusted in the light of this newly acquired experience. It follows that the views the listeners now espouse are more likely to be aligned with his, because they derive from the same base of experience.




Truth 

As storyteller, Gerstner proceeds on the basis that all listeners have what is essential to identify the truth, whether or not they have any special education. The implication is that failure to identify truth comes from  not seeing reality clearly, or from listening to supposed experts who regrettably lack true expertise, or from uncritically accepting the conventional wisdom.

Gerstner places his listeners where he was when he examined what was happening in the computer industry, and he does what he can to make what has happened intelligible to them. He proceeds on the basis that once received opinion, custom, and prejudice have been cleared away, what is true will be immediately apparent because of its distinct-ness and clarity. He assumes that anyone who has cleared away these normal mental impediments is equally capable of perceiving what is true. And what is true can be personally verified by each individual, whatever the level of education and without the need of any outside authority.

In telling his story, Gerstner assumes parity between himself and his listeners. Although he may have a wider experience than his listeners, and he may have access to inside information, he trusts the listeners to know exactly what he knows as if they had seen what he has seen. His purpose is to put the listeners in a position to achieve that parity.

As storyteller, Gerstner doesn’t make distinctions between members of the audience, saying, for example, that some of them will be better able to understand what he has to say than others, even though this is inevitably the case. He treats everyone in the audience as equals—people who can all understand the truth, if only they will take the trouble to listen to what is being said.

As storyteller, Gerstner doesn’t attempt to persuade by argument. He merely puts his listeners in a position to see what he is seeing and assumes that they will be able to verify and accept it. He presents everything, including matters of complex judgment that might be open to endless qualification and debate, as though it is obvious. As storyteller, he doesn’t waste time with grinding persuasion. Instead he offers the listeners an unobstructed view of the truth: of course the listeners will see it and recognize it for what it is. His stance is that any reasonable person would have to agree. As storyteller he doesn’t argue. He presents. Everything is in close focus.


Proceed on the Basis That It Is Possible to Tell the Truth 

Is it possible to tell the truth? In telling his story back in June 1995, Gerstner was proceeding as if it is possible to think disinterestedly, to know the results of disinterested thought, and to present them without significant distortion. All these assumptions may be hard for a philosopher to justify, but they contribute to a form of communication that is immensely useful. The assumptions constitute in effect a set of enabling conventions. Whether or not Gerstner believes in the enabling conventions—for example, that truth can be known—telling a story in this way requires no lifelong commitment to the belief, only a willingness to adopt this position for a limited time and purpose.12

Similarly, playing the game of tennis doesn’t necessitate adopting the position that your lifelong aim is to defeat your opponent. But if you want to play a good game of tennis on a particular day, it does require that you adopt the conventions of tennis and try to defeat your opponent on that particular day. You cannot play an excellent game of tennis if you are all the time questioning the conventions of the game, or commenting on the evolution of the game, or wondering whether you should be trying to defeat your opponent. After the game is over, you may sit back and have philosophical discussions about whether the conventions of tennis make sense, or whether other conventions would be preferable, or whether you really enjoy trying to defeat your best friend at tennis, but for the duration of the game, these questions have to be set aside in order to play an excellent game of tennis. Then the game can proceed.

So it is with storytelling. The performance of storytelling requires the storyteller to accept the conventions of storytelling at least for the duration of the performance. In performance, the storyteller is certain, fearless, and relentless in presenting things “as they really are.” While the role can be useful and even thrilling, it can hardly be permanent. For better or worse, human beings cannot remain in a permanent state of certainty, fearlessness, and relentlessness. No reliable evidence supports the storyteller’s claim to the disinterested expression of truth. The insouciance required to ignore what everyone knows and to carry the listeners along  cannot be maintained for very long, and master storytellers know the limits. The storytelling performance is thus a sprint, not a marathon. 13

This is not to say that the leader as storyteller cannot acknowledge human inadequacies. We all know that much of the time we are unreliable, inconsistent, or uncertain. We are victims of our ambitions. We may deceive ourselves for reasons of sentimentality or friendship or vanity or self-interest. We remain a morass of unsatisfied appetites. These inadequacies can, however, be seen as a regrettable layer of imperfection over fundamental soundness. We never despair. We’re not impotent, merely weak. We can grow stronger. We can not only aspire to what is true and worthwhile, we can even succeed in our dreams. We can recognize a new experience or new possibilities through a story. By communicating that experience or those possibilities, we can ratchet up our own, and our audience’s, understanding. 14

When you’re telling a story, you therefore proceed on the assumption that the truth can be known and can be told. Of course, you may recognize the assumption to be intellectually unjustified. But storytellers must set that concern aside and proceed to tell the truth as best they know it.


Tell the Truth as You See It 

Telling the truth as best we can isn’t easy. In fact, it’s terrifying to think how many things can go wrong in an effort to present something clearly and accurately. Perhaps our memory is playing tricks on us. Maybe we have difficulty expressing what we see. Our insights may lack edge. We may have been misled. Even if we have none of these fears, the situation is hardly any better, since the listeners may have the same fears about us. How can we deal with doubts that we can’t even in principle know?

This kind of concern stops some people from ever opening their mouths to tell a story. In others, it causes them to allow the doubts to become the centerpiece of what they say, since the doubts are the only things that seem certain.

The enabling convention that it is possible to tell the truth frees the storyteller from these anxieties. Presenting the truth as you see it is a capability that is available to everyone. Such competence is no more  problematic than being able to see what you see with your own eyes. The storyteller does not have to be omniscient. It is the everyday form of competence of knowing what you need to know for this particular talk.

Through the use of this enabling convention, the story is unclotted and stays on track. In the background, all the doubts surrounding the performance may remain. Both the storyteller and the listeners know them and it is tedious to rehearse them. There is something dubious about offering to present a subject and then substituting for it the problematic nature of the presentation. Thus in 1995, Gerstner simply gives his best account of the recent history of the computer industry.

He doesn’t say, “Let me tell you about what has been happening in the computer industry in the last decade or two, although I wasn’t actually involved in the industry at the time, and most of what I know is at best second-hand, and maybe I didn’t have a very good perspective of what was really going on. . . .”

In organizational discourse, these kinds of qualifications serve no purpose. How could you prove that you have not been deluding yourself? How could you answer every potential objection? Nothing can be accomplished by rehearsing these reservations, so you eliminate them from the outset. As a storyteller, you stand up and present your story as honestly and truthfully as you are able, and let the chips, and indeed the whole forest of trees, fall where they may.




Preparation 

While the preparation for a storytelling performance is laborious and repetitive, the actual performance of storytelling is like white-water rafting. In rehearsal, myriad options must be considered, tried out, and evaluated for their possible impact. In performance, you have no time for thought, for reflection, for second thoughts. You hurtle forward, swept on by the rush of events, the thing finished in a matter of seconds, the lips moving faster than the mind. If you have done the preparation and if you are ready for the performance, then the self—and the story—will flow out effortlessly. If, on the other hand, you have not thought through what you are trying to say and are not comfortable with who you are or how  this relates to the story you are telling, then those discords will almost certainly be felt by the audience and will get in the way of your performance. Hence careful preparation is of the essence.

Good organizational storytelling is perfect performance, with no hesitation, revision, or backtracking. Its implicit fiction is that this perfection happens at the first try. The story appears as though it could not have been told in any other way. This of course is an illusion, but it is powerful. The storyteller may seem to have been born with a unique ability that other human beings lack. As a result, listening to perfectly told stories can be intimidating to a beginner, who does not see or imagine the care and preparation that have gone into the presentation.

With effort and discipline, anyone can get the essential things right. Effective storytelling is accessible to all who are willing to make the effort. It is not the result of natural endowment. It is the result of meticulous preparation, ending in achievement.


Be Rehearsed but Spontaneous 

Perhaps the most impressive aspect of good storytelling is its combination of perfection and spontaneity. The performance has no mistake, no false step or deficiency, and looks inevitable. And yet it also looks fresh and spontaneous, almost improvised.

How is this possible? The perfection comes from practice, while the spontaneity comes from reliving the story mentally for each retelling. Even if you are telling the story for the seventeenth time, you relive the story afresh in your mind as if you were experiencing it for the first time. You feel the emotions of the original participants yet again, and the audience will also feel those emotions. Because the story is fresh each time for the storyteller, it’s also fresh for the audience.


Choose the Shape of Your Story and Stick to It 

Design is the backbone of effective storytelling. As the storyteller, you will both build on your design and add to it as a result of the unexpected events that occur with every live performance. The audience laughs, and you dwell on the point for a moment, to take advantage of the resonance.  The audience fidgets, and you move on swiftly to an element that is more likely to be appealing. But in the midst of these adjustments, you stick to the basic design of the story. You keep in mind the basic structure and goal of the story even as you respond spontaneously to the requirements of the audience in front of you.

The key is to get the right balance between structure and spontaneity. If the performance follows too closely to a rigid advance plan, then the story will sound false and overprogrammed. If, on the other hand, you allow the story to ramble aimlessly as you recall events as they occur to you in a somewhat haphazard fashion, then you risk becoming a garrulous windbag and the audience will stop listening. To achieve the requisite balance of structure and spontaneity, it’s necessary to foresee the overall shape of what is to come and to pursue that shape, no matter how many enticing side roads open up along the way.15

The shape of your story implies decisions as to which elements are to be included, the order of the telling, and the particular emphasis to be put on each element. These choices are made in the preparatory process, in rehearsal, or during the actual performance. But you do not discuss the choices with the listeners. You do not discuss alternative methods of telling the story.16 An organizational storyteller is like a movie director who shows only the final cut, not the many takes that were necessary to achieve the high degree of polish in the final product.




Delivery 

In any oral communication, much depends on the nonverbal aspects of performance—the tone of voice, the facial expression, and the accompanying gestures. Exactly how much do these nonverbal aspects contribute? In 1971, professor Albert Mehrabian stunned the world of communications with his conclusion that only 7 percent of the meaning of a communication is in the content of the words that are spoken, while 93 percent of meaning comes from nonverbal communication. His widely cited conclusion was, however, based on artificial laboratory studies involving the use of single, mostly ambiguous words, and Mehrabian didn’t claim that his findings were applicable beyond the resolution of simple, inconsistent  messages. As L. Michael Hall points out, you can tell that content must be more than 7 percent of communication just by trying to watch and understand movies on planes when you don’t buy the headphones or by trying to communicate any simple abstract statement nonverbally.17

But just as clearly, the way a story is performed can radically change its emotional tone in the mind of the listener. So Mehrabian is right in thinking that how an oral communication is performed is important, even if determining exactly how important would require separating content from performance—which is precisely what cannot be accomplished in the social act of communication, where story, storyteller, and audience are inseparably intertwined.


Be Ready to Perform 

Once you have the shape of your story and have made your selections as to what to include and exclude, you must be ready to perform. In writing, you have the leisure of composition over a sustained period of time. You can come back and amend your thoughts as they occur. If you are not in the mood for writing or have no energy or inspiration on any particular day, you can postpone the act of writing until conditions are more propitious.

As storyteller, you have no such luxury. Storytelling is a performance art and you must be ready to deliver your peak performance at the appointed hour, without misstatements, errors, omissions, or unintended effects. To enhance the chances of this little miracle occurring, you need to think through the structure of the story carefully in advance of the performance. The more clearly you have this structure in mind, the more likely your story will be successful. The shape of the story is like a safety net that supports you no matter what happens in the course of the performance.

When you are about to open your mouth, make sure you are ready to speak—that you are fully there for the audience. You may be suffering from all sorts of worries, tensions, and difficulties. Now is the time to put these things out of your mind and make yourself totally available for the audience. If you are there for them, they will be there for you.

If necessary, pause a moment and collect your thoughts. If you’re not feeling calm and relaxed, take a few deep breaths before you start to speak. There’s no need to rush. An opening pause can be a dramatic focusing of the audience’s attention on what you are going to say.


Get Out from Behind the Podium 

Because you are presenting your story as an individual, in a conversation, the more you can arrange the physical setup of the room so as to reflect that of a conversation, the better.

You need to be there for the audience. So you don’t hide behind podiums or microphones or notes. In fact, you get rid of anything between you and the audience.

Notes are a huge distraction for the audience, which will take them as a signal that you’re not very interested in the people you’re talking to. If you need reminders of what you intend to say, then use PowerPoint slides, along with a wireless mouse, to help you keep on track.


Connect with All Parts of the Audience 

Once you get out from behind the podium, you can use body movement to show your interest in the entire audience. You don’t always talk to the same part of the audience. You move about so as to show your eagerness to speak to everyone.

As you speak, you move toward the audience—not away, which would indicate you don’t want to be there.

You maintain an open body stance, evincing your willingness to be open with the audience. You maintain eye contact, not looking sideways.


Speak in an Impromptu Manner 

You speak in an improvised, impromptu manner, not using memorized lines. You relive the story in your mind and recount the story as you relive it.

You certainly don’t read from a text. Reading from a text reveals you as absorbed in a canned message. It will indicate that you’re not willing to interact. Once the listeners grasp this, their reaction is likely to be, Why  should we interact with you? The audience will feel that you aren’t there for them. In which case, they won’t be there for you.


Use Gesture 

Appropriate gestures can emphasize key elements of your story as well as demonstrate that you believe the story—not just in your mind but with your whole body.

So you match the gestures with the sense, perhaps moving your hands and head as you talk to accent key points. You emphasize key words in your intonation, so that the sound is in sync with the meaning.

At the same time, your gestures should be natural and flowing and communicate your pleasure at being there, speaking to this audience at this time. Avoid abrupt facial expressions or jerky gestures, which usually reflect lack of composure and a sense of unease in speaking to the audience. If you as speaker feel unease, you can be sure that your audience experiences an equal or greater unease.


Be Lively 

Remember that this is a conversation. Since you are the one doing the talking, it’s your job to keep up the audience’s interest. Vary the pace and tone of your story to keep people alert.

There’s no need to speak in a monotone—you can raise and lower the tone of your voice appropriately. Figure out the parameters of what is permissible in the specific setting. If you’re in a board meeting, the parameters might be quite narrow. But if you are in an off-site retreat or conference, you can establish very broad parameters, and stretch the boundaries so as to make what you say entertaining. The parameters permissible in any given context may be wider than you think.


Use Visual Aids Judiciously 

It’s fashionable to complain about PowerPoint, but that’s like complaining about the English language. PowerPoint is an infinitely flexible tool. What people are complaining about is the bad use of PowerPoint. Use it intelligently. Use it to convey images. Use it to support your storytelling.  PowerPoint can reinforce the story. And it can serve as a prompt to you as the storyteller so that you don’t lose the thread.18

Remember also that human responses to linguistic and visual messages are not gender-neutral. On average, women do better with words, and on average, men do better with the visual: these are averages, and of course there are vast numbers of individual exceptions. But the bell curves of men and women don’t overlap exactly.19 So if you want to increase your chances of reaching all the audience, use both words and images.

Making your slides available electronically to your audience—for example, on the Web or an intranet—at the time of the presentation can be an effective way of disseminating the story. Thus if listeners like the presentation, they can use the downloaded PowerPoint slides to retell the story to their own teams and communities. In this way, a lively presentation can cascade rapidly through a large organization, just like a juicy rumor.


Be Comfortable in Your Own Style 

You can present any story in many different ways, but you must feel comfortable in the particular style that you have chosen. You may prefer to sit down rather than stand up. You may prefer to use visual aids or avoid them. These are choices that you make, conscious of the costs and benefits of each. For instance:• If you decide to talk sitting down rather than standing up, you may be less mobile in terms of holding yourself accessible to all the members of the audience in different parts of the room, but you may gain the benefit of seeming more approachable and collaborative.
• If you decide to forgo visual aids, you may concentrate attention on yourself as the storyteller, but you risk having a less powerful impact on those listeners whose preferred learning style entails the reception of visual images.



These are the kinds of trade-offs that you make as a storyteller. In the end, you choose a variant that is suitable for you. Once you are at ease with your own style of telling the story, then it’s probable that the audience will be at ease with you.


Know Your Audience 

The more you can know about the audience the better. Mingle with them and find out what makes them tick, what their hopes and fears are, what are current priorities as opposed to yesterday’s news. All this information is vital to making your presentation sound fresh and up-to-date.

One key area to focus on is the audience’s interests: What’s in it for them? How do they stand to gain or lose? When as a leader you come to make a proposal for change, many in the audience will be asking themselves, “What’s the downside for me?” It is crucial therefore to tell a story that draws attention to benefits in terms of interests, roles, and goals for the audience and is frank about risk to the audience. Another area is the role that the audience is going to play in the change process and how it will affect them. And perhaps the most important question is, What’s the audience’s story? What’s the larger story that they see themselves as living?

A frequent mistake made in presentations to the staff of an organization is to stress how the organization will benefit from the change (greater revenues, higher stock price) while giving insufficient information on how the change will benefit the audience (corporate survival, stock options, more interesting work) or how certain downside risks (layoffs, outsourcing) are going to be handled. If you understand the audience’s story, then you can choose a story that’s relevant to their story.

Be aware that differences among your audience may affect the performance. In a large audience, you have to be multifaceted, since the audience will include all types. But in a small-scale presentation, you may be able to adjust your pitch to the particular propensities of listeners to certain approaches. Some listeners may prefer numerical results, detailed reasoning, and evidence of what has worked in the past, while others may be more interested in getting the feel of the idea. Some may be attracted to what is new and different, while others may be more concerned about risk.20

Robert Nisbett has also suggested the presence of geographic differences between audiences, with East Asians (a term that Nisbett uses as a catch-all for Chinese, Koreans, Japanese, and others) being measurably more holistic in their perceptions (taking in whole scenes rather than a  few stand-out objects), while Westerners (a term Nisbett uses to refer to those brought up in Northern European and Anglo-Saxon-descended cultures) tend to have a “tunnel-vision perceptual style” that focuses much more on identifying what’s prominent in certain scenes and remembering that.21

More striking, however, than the differences between the listeners are the similarities: in all countries, and all cultures, stories have a universal appeal.


Connect with Your Audience 

To connect with your audience, you approach the task of storytelling interactively and model your behavior on the concept of conversation—a dialogue between equals. You proceed on the basis that the relationship between you and your listeners is symmetrical. You talk as if the listeners could take the next turn in the conversation.

In practice, the differences in status or power between the storyteller and the audience may be vast. You may be a boss talking to your subordinates. Or you may be a subordinate talking to your boss or bosses. You may be someone with great wealth and power talking to people who have neither, or it may be the reverse—you may be a supplicant requesting the rich and powerful to change their ways. As an interactive storyteller, you ignore these differences and talk to your listeners as one human being to another. In so doing, you slice through the social and political barriers that separate individuals and humanize the communication.

Nevertheless, if you are presenting bold new ideas, then you need to be aware that your audience may have views radically different from your own. You may be proposing things that will turn their working lives upside down and inside out, and hence that will come across as profoundly disturbing. The audience may be skeptical or even hostile to the idea you are presenting. How do you tell a story that will deal with that kind of challenge? It is to this fundamental issue of leadership that I turn in Chapter Three.




End of sample
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