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CHAPTER 1



Why stories work


 


 


Stories change people. Since our cave-dwelling days we’ve enjoyed sitting around the fire to talk and to listen. Our brains are magically transformed by stories, creating fresh pathways where new tales wipe out old ways of thinking and acting.








Like me, you prefer short intros


We love great stories even more than we hate terrible presentations.


We are all natural-born storytellers. Our listeners admire our honesty when we admit our mistakes, and they cheer as we conquer the obstacles in our path. They identify with us even as we excite and inspire them. Our success – as wizened CEO or fresh-faced whizz-kid – is their success.


Storytelling creates an emotional connection that mere facts can never attain. You won’t make a connection with your ninety-nine bullets about sales targets and employee churn rate. Reciting dull data isn’t enough. That guy in row three may look as though he’s listening, but real influence comes only when you change what’s in his heart.


We all want our tales to be so exciting, instructive or funny that people repeat them. You’ve made a great choice, because this book will show you how.


How I wrote this chapter


Introductions are hard to write. You’re never sure if they will be read – like prefaces and acknowledgements, they’re generally skipped by readers who are hungry for the good stuff.


So, I decided to start with Chapter 1  instead. Novels don’t have introductions, and I’m always advising my clients to jump right into their tale. There’s no point dilly-dallying when there’s a story to be shared.


At this stage you’ll have liked the name of the book, its cover and its general design, size and feel. It follows that anyone reading this sentence in a bookshop or on Amazon is close to being a buyer. Don’t muck it up, I’m telling myself, make sure this first chapter is a winner.


The opening chapter sets the tone for the whole book. So I’ve made sure that it reflects the content and structure of The Story Is Everything.


→ I start off with why stories win over audiences.


When I picture you, I see someone who is smart and eager to learn, yet slightly sceptical. You’ll be pushed for time, so there’s no point in writing 800 pages on literary theory. But you may also be frustrated by the books you’ve read recently on business storytelling, which pad out a single idea with examples you’ve seen before. I’m fed up of buying books that have barely enough content for a single chapter. I want my readers to know that there are lots of reasons why stories win.





→ Then I show you how to build a story.


I love structure, especially when it’s hidden. Did you find mine in the opening section? I know you’ll skim the first words of each paragraph while you’re deciding to buy, so I deliberately front-loaded each sentence with my most important points:


We love stories


Stories change people


We are all natural-born storytellers


Storytelling creates an emotional connection


We all want our tales to be exciting, instructive or funny


I decided against putting a personal story in Chapter 1 instead. Competing books tend to have a tale about a massive personal breakthrough, a moment of epiphany when the author realizes her slides aren’t making an impression or a big contract is lost because she can’t connect with the audience. I will show you the impact of storytelling on my life, but I’ll reveal it slowly.


By the time you’ve finished this book, you’ll be peppering your conversation with ‘hero’s journey’, ‘narrative arc’ and ‘plot points’. But it’ll take time and work to make this happen. The book demands input from you: commit to the exercises, read with a pen in your hand, write your ideas down. Creation is an active process, so be prepared to roll up your sleeves and get messy.


→ Next I’ll share loads of ideas on how to become a fantastic storyteller.


Voice is key. Throughout The Story Is Everything I use the pronoun ‘we’ to suggest that my readers and I want the same benefits when we communicate. We’re in this together; it’s only us who can save the world from dull PDF handouts.


But I also ‘talk’ to you directly, as if we were in a conversation. This sense of dialogue is important to me. I’m a friendly adviser, not an aloof lecturer. The occasional rhetorical question increases this sense of face-to-face communication. That’s an effective technique, isn’t it?


I want to come across as someone with useful ideas, but not a show-off. I’ll present both sides of an argument because I rarely have an axe to grind. But I avoid the language of doubt (‘I hope to’, ‘this might possibly work’), because you want to trust me as an authority.


→ We’ll finish off with what we can learn from the masters of communication.


My dominant tone is positivity. Psychologists have taught me to emphasize your gains (‘You will benefit in many ways by improving your storytelling skills’) rather than your losses (‘Don’t be dumb and miss out on learning this topic’).
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Experts on influence and persuasion have warned me away from being too strident. If I spend the whole chapter banging on about how fantastic the book is, you will end up feeling manipulated. ‘Always be closing’ may be a great mantra for the salesmen in Glengarry Glen Ross, but it’s the wrong approach for a book that you are choosing to buy and read.


I’m convinced that writing success comes from planning. I wrote this opening chapter only once I’d finished the rest of the book. Believe me, knowing how your story ends is a huge help at the beginning.


 




Where to Next?


→ You can read The Story Is Everything in chapter order, but the book is also designed for you to jump to topics that currently spark your interest. I’ll list possible next steps at the end of every chapter, except for this one. Now I want you to do the logical thing and go straight to Chapter 2. After that, you’re free to roam.















CHAPTER 2



Feelings, actions and beliefs


 


 


Business storytelling is about influence. You know a story works when it changes the feelings, actions or thoughts of your audience.








A great storyteller knows how to influence


An influential storyteller changes people. Their tales excite you or make you anxious. They can make you reject capitalism, change your mind about recycling or spend £200 on a pair of trainers that cost £2 to make.


Let’s look at feelings, actions and beliefs in more detail.


→ Feelings


These are the instinctive reactions we experience when we see a smiling child or a starving animal, when we learn that our team has won the cup or that someone we love has died. Although most of us use ‘feelings’ and ‘emotions’ as interchangeable words, there’s a subtle (yet very important) difference: think of feelings as the physical and mental representation of an emotion.


→ Actions


We may want our listeners to change their behaviour or act in a certain way. It could be simple (‘Buy this great book you are currently flicking through’) or more nuanced (‘Keep yourself isolated to avoid infecting others’). Slogans that begin with an imperative verb want the reader to do something – Interflora has been telling us to ‘Say it with flowers’ since 1917.
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Interflora’s slogan has been successful for more than 100 years.





→ Beliefs


Our thoughts reflect the way we perceive and interpret the world. Our experiences mould the way we think, especially when we’re young; for example, I have always thought that dogs are dangerous because I saw one bite my dad when I was 7 years old. Our thoughts are also formed by evidence, facts, the opinions of our peers, social-media influencers and a host of other sources. We believe our beliefs have a rational basis. That’s not always the case.


A word of caution. Our real-life use of these and similar words is imprecise. One person may use ‘gut feeling’ to describe their thoughts, another may regard the phrase ‘belief system’ as synonymous with ‘intellectual ideas’. Don’t worry; as long as the distinction between the emotional and intellectual responses is clear, you’ll be OK.
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Feelings, actions and beliefs give us the handy acronym FAB. I’m not a big fan of acronyms, especially in the business world, but I’ll mention FAB frequently during The Story Is Everything.


The perfect pitch?


Every emotional person has rational thoughts; every rational thinker has emotions.


Sometimes the same communication can simultaneously target feelings, actions and beliefs. A great story causes a change in beliefs and thoughts, and this often leads to a change in the way people act. Let’s take a look at the health technology corporation Theranos and its charismatic boss, Elizabeth Holmes, a woman who often crossed the line between inspired CEO and crazed cult leader.


→ An appeal to the emotions


Holmes famously talked about her uncle during TED talks and investor pitches. His death had galvanized her to drop out of Stanford University and develop blood-testing machines that would give faster results:




I remember his love of crossword puzzles and trying to teach us to play football. I remember how much he loved the beach. I remember how much I loved him.


He was diagnosed one day with skin cancer, which all of a sudden was brain cancer and in his bones. He didn’t live to see his son grow up, and I never got to say goodbye.





Holmes’s appeal to our emotions creates many responses. We empathize with her sense of loss because we’ve all had friends and family who’ve died before their time. Instead of a polished entrepreneur pitching for equity investors, we see the little girl skipping across the sands. Our brains make an imaginative leap: we now understand that her motivation is to save lives, not to become rich. The speed of the uncle’s illness – ‘one day’, ‘all of a sudden’ – contrasts with the slow pace of his idyllic life with its beach, crossword puzzles and time to play. The message is that better testing might have detected his illness earlier and given him a chance to see his son grow up.
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Elizabeth Holmes became the world’s youngest self-made billionaire.


→ An appeal to the rational thinker


But Holmes was also adept at appealing to the rational part of an investor’s brain. Her pitches referred to successful trials of Edison, the company’s testing machine, which could miraculously analyse a single drop of blood and produce a battery of results in minutes. Reams of printouts were produced as evidence. Scientists held up graphs that displayed Edison’s effectiveness. Holmes’s double-pronged approach – emotional storytelling and scientific backup – opened the minds and wallets of investors. She got her desired action: at the age of 30 Elizabeth Holmes became the world’s youngest self-made billionaire and one of the richest women on the planet. A shame, then, that she wasn’t very close to the uncle and all the evidence about Edison had been faked.


To find out more about what happened at Theranos you must read John Carreyrou’s Bad Blood: Secrets and Lies in a Silicon Valley Startup (2018), but to be honest the subtitle gives you a pretty big clue. If you want to see Holmes in action, it’s worth checking out the HBO documentary The Inventor: Out for Blood in Silicon Valley (2019), directed by Alex Gibney.


How influencers create stories in our minds


We’ve all got a John Bowes in our office. That quiet guy, does something with computers, smiles at you in the lift, but you’ve never had a chat with him. To be honest, you’re not really sure who John is or what he does.


Which is quite a problem, because HR have told you to organize John’s leaving party. You sent an email to all 400 people in the firm on Monday, but so far you’ve had zero replies. Now it’s Friday afternoon and you need a new approach. Or – to be more accurate – approaches.


How can you use Feelings, Actions and Beliefs to create a new message that will get more people to John’s party? Here are some suggestions that have worked in the past for people who are significantly less popular than you or me.


→ Appeal to BELIEF.


Get people to think differently about John.


You tell people what John has done for them: ‘John, who’s been processing all your expense claims these last four years …’


You position John as someone who might help them in the future. He’s no longer the office nerd, but a person of influence: ‘John’s leaving us to be head of customer experience at our much bigger competitor …’


→ Call to ACTION.


Get people to do something for John (or themselves).


You change the perception of the evening, from John’s goodbye party to a chance to grab something for nothing. Whether John notices that people are there for him or the drink is another matter: ‘Come to the pub early. There’s a free drink for anyone who’s there before 6pm …’


You accept that, to be brutally honest, John’s not that important. So, you hijack his night and turn it into a Departmental Event: ‘It’s been ages since we’ve all been out together, so let’s make John’s party a special night for all of us …’


→ Connect on an EMOTIONAL level.


Get people to feel something about John.


You say more about what John does, but this time frame it in a more emotional context. He’s dedicated his working life to making sure we get paid on time, so the least we can do is stand him a drink: ‘John’s worked so hard to speed up repayments of our expenses, and it will be a great shame for us to lose his expertise …’


You can even stray into Elizabeth Holmes territory, and cross the line between influence and manipulation: ‘Imagine how you would feel if no one said goodbye when you left …’


FAB in finance


Do you believe that we’re rational beings when it comes to the dollars and yen in our pocket? Think again. Behavioural finance is the study of how our emotions affect our financial decisions.


Financial services are difficult to advertise. They’re invisible and, to be frank, rather boring. Just whisper the phrase ‘financial planning’ to a friend and watch their eyelids droop and close. We know money is important, but most of us would rather eat glass than phone a call centre. We might be furious with an overdraft charge or smash our phone on the table when we’re put on hold for the ninth time, but the vast majority of us are completely inert when it comes to changing bank. And one bank seems very similar to another, so why bother?


Advertisers need to get their message across quickly. In the three ads shown overleaf, you’ll see how targeting Feelings, Actions and Beliefs helps them to connect to the part of you that responds. In ten words or fewer their slogans create micro-stories in our minds.1


The Lloyds advert is an appeal to the emotions. The phrase ‘family matters’ has at least two meanings; it signifies ‘family is important’ and also hints at that fat Manila envelope, hidden in a drawer that we can never prise open, where we keep cancelled passports, old insurance documents and that draft of our last will and testament. The girl seems to be happily taking her first steps towards independence, but the top half of the guiding, supporting adult by her side is missing. There’s an uneasy sense of loss in this picture, a threat to the simple joys of a summer’s day. It’s time for you, as a responsible adult, to take control of the paperwork and plan for the future.


1 You’ll find more about micro-stories in Chapter 3.
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Lloyds taps in to our deep emotions …
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… while Ally plays on our laziness …
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… and ING focuses on the facts.


The Ally ad is a play on customer inertia. It offers a way to open a new savings account without having to move away from your current bank. Ally is online only and markets mostly to millennials in the US; its customers are tech-savvy and very happy not to have to speak to bank staff. It’s an appeal to action (‘switch’) that demands minimal effort.


ING is colder and more rational in its approach. There is no place for emotions or relationships in this bank. Instead, it attracts customers with facts and evidence. There’s no fee, and in an expensive world that’s a very compelling message.


Banks realized many years ago that while some people are motivated by percentage points and branch opening hours, many others are dependent on emotions – fear, greed, gratification, joy – of which they may not even be aware. Marketing departments know that the most sensitive nerve in a human’s body leads from the heart to the bank account. Stories, images and slogans all help them to target our Feelings, Actions and Beliefs.




Where to Next?


→ To follow up these themes, look at:


• Chapter 3: Four simple structures for micro-stories.


• Chapter 10: Tips on creating pictures in a reader’s mind.


• Chapter 18: How to grip your audience with graphs and evidence.


→ Think about this. Become super-aware of adverts. The advertisers have milliseconds to grab you. What element of FAB (Feelings, Actions and Beliefs) do they focus on? Pay particular attention to the first word you see. I’m in my local coffee bar and just ten seconds on Facebook gives me ‘Swap’, ‘Leave’, ‘Join’, ‘Save’, ‘Enjoy’, ‘Visit’ and ‘Share’. A glance at my fellow coffee-drinkers proves the impact of ‘Just Do It’, ‘Think Different’ and ‘Have a Break, Have a KitKat’.















CHAPTER 3



Psychology, persuasion, presentation, story


 


 


Humans all over the world are susceptible to the same influences. You can add these triggers to even the simplest stories to create emotional resonance.








We are all influenced by stories


No one knows more about influencing people than the social psychologist Robert Cialdini. He spent many years undercover at used-car showrooms and call centres learning how advertisers and marketers change our minds.


Cialdini’s analysis of charity fundraisers, cold-callers and waitresses eager for bigger tips reveals the triggers that open our wallets and purses. His most illuminating research was carried out in the 1970s and 1980s, well before the arrival of the internet. But his findings are more applicable now than ever. Technology hasn’t changed fundamental human behaviours, but it has speeded them up.


Cialdini heard stories every day. He learned that our behaviour is governed by entirely predictable forces. Short stories – even specific words – can turn a cautious browser into a hot prospect.


Cialdini’s Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion (1984) has had a big impact on me ever since I found three copies of the book in my tutor’s study overlooking Christ’s Pieces in Cambridge. This wasn’t absent-mindedness on her part; she wanted to convince her students of how Cialdini’s principles explain six universal facets of human behaviour. I’ve still got my half-page summary:


1. Reciprocity – we return favours


2. Commitment and consistency – we tend to stick to our beliefs


3. Social proof – we copy others, so often find it hard to go against groupthink


4. Liking – we like people who share our goals and who are similar to us


5. Authority – we listen to experts (and people who pretend to be experts, as well)


6. Scarcity – we don’t like being left out


How I use influence in my storytelling


I’m not a person who’s hampered by crippling self-doubt, so please forgive me for drawing examples from an article I wrote for The Bookseller in 2018 about the Margate Bookie, the charity I set up to bring people together through reading and writing.


I didn’t write the article with Cialdini in mind. Instead, the ideas came to me on a long walk along the beach. I recorded my thoughts as my feet crunched over the gritty sand and got splashed in rock pools, wrote them up in an hour at home and had an article ready by the end of the evening. I sent it to a couple of friends for feedback, but it came out of my mind naturally, without force or manipulation. Without realizing it, I’d used five of Cialdini’s principles in an article of less than one thousand words. We use them all the time, even when we’re not conscious of them.
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Make your stories as personal as possible.


→ We trust people who are authorities.


People are more likely to read an article about setting up a literary festival if it’s written by someone who’s actually done it. We all listen to the person with the battle scars and the war stories, and ignore the report-writer with his dry-as-dust How to Effectively Programme Manage a Book Festival, complete with impenetrable 9-metre flow chart.


And we respect people who’ve been transformed by difficult situations. My first sentence draws people in with its hints of emotional and financial pain. The last two sentences show that I’ve learned and grown: ‘When you regenerate a town, you regenerate its people. And that includes me.’


→ Consistency and commitment make people stick with you.


I wanted to show that I was a man of my word. If I was going to start a festival, I was damn well going to make sure it was a success. Going public with my plans was a commitment to the town.


I’m happy with the growth of the festival, but more important for me are connecting with new people and feeling part of a community. To be consistent, the wonderful team behind the Bookie works hard to keep these ideals at the centre of the festival.
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