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Introduction


Good storytelling can inspire, elicit action, persuade, and change minds. Few tools are as valuable—and accessible—for businesses in our global world, where millions of us live and conduct our work online. Because so many of us in our digital economy have bought into the slogan “Data is the new oil,” most companies have come to revere numbers and to undervalue storytelling.1 Most of us in our careers have received requests from managers to prove our progress in linear terms, ideally in the form of metrics that can be presented in charts and graphs. Storytelling can seem more subjective and its results less tangible. How do you know if it was a feat of masterful storytelling, a slick demo of the product, or a combination of the two that won over an intractable customer? Can any of that be proven? Perhaps not, but most of the leaders I have interviewed for this book would acknowledge that storytelling often plays a significant role. And yet, very few organizations provide resources and opportunities for employees to become better storytellers.


We seem to have forgotten that data, just like oil, is useless in its raw form. In fact, data is not the antithesis to storytelling. It is a potential partner or ally. Data scientists at the top universities are routinely learning storytelling techniques so that they can turn raw feeds of numbers into something emotionally moving, useful, and actionable.2 Without the added layer of storytelling, data lacks meaning; most humans will struggle to interpret and digest, let alone remember, it.3


“You can be successful with a great product that finds an audience and gets in front of them,” said Neil Lindsay, a senior vice president at Amazon, who runs the health group and previously ran Marketing and Prime worldwide. “You can be a lot more successful if you can amplify the truth about what you do and share the emotional benefit it can bring to people’s lives.”


Lindsay shared an analogy of buying any old jacket versus a Patagonia jacket. The two jackets might look and feel about the same, both functioning to keep you warm on a hike, but the Patagonia choice carries greater meaning because the brand has put so many resources behind sharing its story. Patagonia makes clear that it loves the wild parts of the earth. Its website includes multiple references to its mission of conservation, proudly proclaiming that we as humans must use our pioneering spirit to defend “our one and only home.” The company has also put its money where its mouth is (as we’ll discuss, one important aspect of storytelling involves backing up claims with action) by funding environmental nonprofits and climate solutions. Patagonia ranks as one of the most reputable brands in the United States, associated consistently with such positive values as favorable consumer experience and sustainability.4 Hence, so many consumers continue to buy Patagonia jackets.


Human beings have been telling stories for millennia. Our brain evolved to process stories, to organize details into plots and form them into long-lasting memories. So storytelling should be a priority for every company today at the leadership levels, running all the way through the organization, across the legal, human resources, policy, product, and operations departments and not just public relations and marketing. As The New York Times puts it when speaking to potential advertisers, “Consumers, more than ever, want to have a genuine connection with the brands they so loyally support. However, consumers can’t be loyal until they understand a brand’s mission and purpose. Storytelling bridges that gap.”5


Most companies I see today are falling short when it comes to storytelling. I say this confidently, as someone whose job for the past fifteen years has required them to spend a lot of time listening to poorly told stories. And I mean a lot. I would estimate that I have listened to 5,000 hours (equivalent to about seven straight months) of founders, CEOs, and company spokespeople trying to communicate what their products do and to win over potential customers to their business models, much of that in the form of PowerPoint presentations.


Being on the receiving end of so many company pitches was a big part of the job I signed up for as a business journalist at CNBC, Reuters, and Fast Company and later as a health and technology investor at OMERS Ventures, the private company investment arm of one of the world’s largest pension funds. From there, I joined the strategy consulting and legal firm Manatt, where I continue to invest in and advise companies. Throughout my evolving career, as an advisor, investor, and journalist, I recognized that I was on one side of a transaction. In the first part of my career, I knew that most companies viewed me as a necessary tool in achieving a broader agenda to gain attention. In the second part, my value was connected to my access to funds, which could help fuel a business to the next phase of growth or keep it afloat until the business model started to work. Nowadays, I try to straddle both sides of the equation, helping founders and business executives use storytelling to achieve their goals, knowing that there is no better way for them to get ahead.


Looking back to all these pitches over the years, most of the encounters were unsuccessful in the technical sense—I did not write a check or put the company or its CEO in print. But occasionally I found myself truly riveted by the person sitting across from me and compelled to help. In those moments, the transactional feeling fell away. I wanted to root for those businesses, despite any skepticism I harbored going into the interaction. A switch flipped in my brain because I bought into the company’s story on an emotional level. Each time that occurred, it reinforced something fundamental for me: Good storytellers will inherit the world.6


You might object that plenty of successful companies have bad storytellers at the helm, and you would be correct about that. But as we will learn throughout The Storyteller’s Advantage, storytelling can be like gas poured on a fire. If the business is legitimate, a good story will help things progress much faster. Even with a dubious or poorly performing business, a good story—in the hands of a master storyteller—can rocket a company to stratospheric heights before the inevitable downfall. The major reason behind that is obvious: When a storyteller captivates their intended audience, be it a media personality, a potential customer, or a new hire, they have won over a key ally.


With enough alliances, companies can build up momentum quickly. Great team members flock to the business, investors pile in, and the press takes note. And yet, I’ve heard storytelling capabilities described in the pejorative, particularly in Silicon Valley, where I lived and worked for more than a decade. If a founder is described as a “good storyteller,” the assumption is that the company is more hype than substance. As former Activision Blizzard communications chief and Shopify board member Lulu Cheng Meservey shared with me, negative sentiment toward storytellers is far too pervasive in the business world—and it should be the exact opposite. She believes that any company with compelling stories to share with the world could be “twice as successful,” and those who believe otherwise are likely to be bad storytellers. “It’s sour grapes,” she said.


Delian Asparouhov, an investor at the venture firm Founders Fund and a founder of Varda Space, believes the technology industry could most benefit from great storytelling. The more technical the business, the more important the narrative is. “With a consumer social application, you can just ask someone to download it to get them excited about it… [but] with anything that touches on AI, or climate, or space, or new science, usually all you’ll have is the story for years.” Imagine Mark Zuckerberg pitching Facebook in the early days. He would only need to demo downloading the app. The companies building the truly breakthrough technologies—self-driving cars, artificial wombs, carbon capture, and so forth—have very little to go on but the story. These companies typically need to raise capital for a decade or longer but may have little to show for themselves in the form of progress toward their goal. To believe in a future where this technology is mainstream requires imagination. What builds imagination? A remarkable story.


So what kinds of stories are worth sharing for anyone, whether it’s a CEO or a junior professional a few years out of school? Well, that is the very question we will explore throughout the pages of this book. The Storyteller’s Advantage will share plenty of real case studies and examples of companies of all sizes that used storytelling in profound ways, both to overcome key setbacks and to shout from the rooftops about their success (without annoying anyone in the process). As we will discuss, being a great storyteller does not mean having a big ego, and it does not require constantly posting on social media. Plenty of founders, executives, and employees approach communications in an authentic way. At its core, storytelling only works when the storytelling is genuine—otherwise, the audience will feel as if they are being sold to and will tune out. “The best stories are the most authentic,” said Lindsay, the Amazon senior vice president.


Here’s the good news: Unlike most professional skills, storytelling does not require a huge investment of time or resources. Truly anyone, at all levels of an organization, can do it—with the right training and commitment. Contrary to popular belief, storytelling is not an innate quality that some people possess and others lack. Being good at storytelling requires discipline, preparation, and practice, like anything. And even the self-professed “experts” can improve their skills by refamiliarizing themselves with the basics or by soliciting constructive feedback.


Learning to be a better storyteller can also be fun and creative. Consider former Twitter CEO Dick Costolo, who credited a lot of his success to improv, a form of spontaneous, unscripted theater where actors make up ideas on the spot.7 As he explained to Bloomberg, improv is like company building in that it encourages people to come together for a shared goal. The lesson here involves adapting in the moment to any new story, no matter how kooky or unexpected.8 That is a valuable skill for anyone working within a diverse organization where many cultures, languages, and viewpoints vie for representation. For those who can’t imagine themselves doing improv, there are plenty of other venues in which to practice sharing a story, be it LinkedIn, a conference, an internal team meeting, or an off-site presentation. My favorite medium most days is X, because I’m drawn to the idea of communicating in pithy sentences. My least is anything involving video, because I still cannot get to a place of comfort hearing my own voice.


We’re all busy, with far too few hours in the day to refine our skills. So functionally speaking, how do we make storytelling a priority? For most corporate executives, anything that involves brainstorming, thinking, writing, and sharing ideas often takes a backseat to the treadmill of urgent meetings and projects. So I see many company leaders today thinking they can hand off the task of storytelling to someone else. Most companies outsource the narrative to a bewildering number of PR agencies and marketing firms that pull together scripted “talking points” and messaging documents. I cannot overstate this: That is not the same thing as storytelling. Those efforts often fall short because storytelling is deeply personal and requires a connection with the audience, be it a customer, an investor, or another key stakeholder. To truly work, it needs to be baked into executives’ or operators’ calendars from day one. They need to make time for it.


When I’m advising companies, I recommend starting with a simple, achievable discipline: Carve out an hour in the morning to read the news or practice jotting down thoughts in a free-form manner, even if these ideas will never be shared with anyone. Ask questions like “Why did I start or join this business in the first place?” From there, consider what you uniquely know and might share with others.


Becoming a “thought leader,” the ultimate goal for most executives these days in their pursuit of storytelling prowess, will not be possible in a week or even months. And it certainly won’t be made possible by outsourcing the job. As a friend of mine, communications professional Jacquelyn Miller, who formerly worked at both Google and Amazon, often points out, “Thought leaders have to have actual thoughts.” As obvious as it may sound, that means having time in the week to think and process information. There’s no shortcut, like commissioning a ghostwriter to put something together on an executive’s behalf that an agency representative can blitz out to various press outlets. No matter how talented that hired writer may be, it is impossible to “think” another person’s thoughts for them, and the result is often well crafted but generic. The same is true for storytelling. The right person to share the story is the one who lived and experienced it.


The heart of good storytelling isn’t just the act of communicating the story. It’s an appreciation for the audience. Storytelling is rarely effective when one side is interested in pushing their talking points or messaging versus finding ways to connect with the person or group they’re talking to. That is where marketing departments at businesses globally should shift their thinking and their resources. We need to have fewer conversations about what we want to tell the world about the companies we work for and far more about what we can do to intrigue or support our audiences (with a focus on their needs, their goals, and their priorities). Thinking about the audience is a powerful way to stand out in the sea of content that has an explicit business agenda and seems to be written for no one in particular. Does anyone care that a CEO they’ve never heard of is going to empower us with a platform for data transformation in the cloud? Probably not, particularly without context about why it matters. The vast majority of content out there isn’t storytelling. It’s jargon soup.


Another hot tip? The internet has made it easier than ever to reach these audiences via an endless array of options from LinkedIn to Substack—but this also means there’s no longer such a thing as true segmentation. If the goal is to speak to a customer, great—but anything that gets published online can be read by a consumer, the press, an investor, and so on. And those messages can fall flat—or, worse, get misinterpreted. Uncovering any information about a business only takes a simple Google search. The task now, as we’ll discuss throughout this book, is to consider the needs of not just one audience but all audiences in tandem. Fortunately, stories are universal and have become more important than ever because they can help bridge the gap between those audiences.


In Part 1, we not only cover the stories most used in the world of business and unpack why they work, but we also hear the stories behind the greatest storytellers. Part 2 delves into the brands that are most effectively sharing their stories across a variety of channels and details how professionals can access storytelling in their own lives. And Part 3 provides an overview of some of the ethical dilemmas associated with storytelling, spotlighting those who have used it for evil, as well as of newer technologies that could hinder or improve these efforts, such as artificial intelligence. I will also touch on the pervasive biases that still impact storytellers—because it’s about not only how we tell the story but who is telling it. Studies have found that audiences receive a story far more positively if it’s shared by a white male rather than, say, a nonwhite female. So how do we overcome that?


Beyond hearing from the storytellers themselves—the CEOs and other business leaders who have mastered the skill—I’ll suggest new styles of working and building teams that incorporate storytelling. In that vein, I will propose a new framework that I call “founder-led communications,” which puts the founders and the creators back in the driver’s seat when it comes to articulating their own story. That does not mean that the CEO should be the only one to take charge of the story—I’ll discuss how to weave narrative into a company’s culture and values so that everyone within the organization has a voice. My point is that leaders should avoid offloading responsibility too soon for communications and storytelling, before they’ve had time to test these out on key audiences themselves. Just as in founder-led sales—an increasingly popular technique that involves founders taking point on communicating with customers versus hiring someone else to do it—leaders have to master their own story before anyone else can. Once there’s real evidence of traction, it might be time to bring on a team—but not before.


The Effect of Being Transported


Have you ever been in the presence of a truly great storyteller? Looking back on those experiences where I’ve encountered one, I can recall the most minor details, including what restaurant we sat in, if it was raining, or what I wore that day. The exceptional storytellers I’ve interacted with include founders, senior executives, and CEOs, like Jensen Huang, CEO of Nvidia; Anne Wojcicki, CEO of 23andMe; Aaron Levie, CEO of Box; and Alexis Ohanian, founder of Reddit.


The first time I met Ohanian, at the South by Southwest conference in the early 2010s, I was a junior reporter at VentureBeat in my early twenties. I can still recall how crowded the bar was, the smell of beer mingled with sweat in the ninety-degree heat, and the hour I stood in the line to get in.


In our first one-on-one conversation, he shared the story of the original idea for Reddit: A food-ordering app he created with his friend and roommate, Steve Huffman, while they were at college together. That idea proved to be a bad one; it went nowhere. But he told me how a fruitful meeting with technology investor Paul Graham set the early team off in a new direction to create “the front page for the Internet.”9 That story nestled into my brain, as did many of the other anecdotes he shared, taking up permanent residence there. What was so effective was the vulnerable admission from Ohanian that his original idea had bombed. It made him unique, given that most people I met with in those days described their path as a series of unstoppable wins. It also made him human. Ohanian’s story intrigued me, and we spent a couple hours chatting and hanging out.


That was one of my first professional encounters with a great storyteller, and it stuck with me. There’s a reason Apple cofounder Steve Jobs, a skilled public speaker, once described the storyteller as the “most powerful person in the world.” Most of us tune out when we feel pitched, but we become far more alert when we are in the presence of a good storyteller. We have all faced hardships and challenges. Hearing those stories from others reminds us of what we share, helping us form meaningful relationships in the process.


“You have to use stories when you’re trying to inspire people,” said Anne Wojcicki of 23andMe, a company that has sold at-home health and genetic tests to millions. Storytelling is a tool for companies to stand out at pivotal moments, including those inevitable hard times. Wojcicki has been through plenty of those. She’s lost key customers, faced cyberattacks, handled pushback from federal regulators, had board members publicly quit, and weathered drastic fluctuations in her company’s stock. She gets through all of that with the help of storytelling.


It has also had a direct impact on the metrics that matter to her and her business, which has reached some incredibly high highs and low lows (as of the end of 2024, Wojcicki is embroiled in a public battle to take her company private). One particularly important one: 42 percent of the company’s employees have stuck around for at least five years, while an additional 4 percent have “boomeranged,” meaning they have left the company and come back. The industry norms for a company of this stage and size is a tenure of less than four years.10


Wojcicki said that when she senses her team needs to feel motivated or inspired, she tells them a story. One of her favorites involves a 23andMe user who discovered via one of her company’s tests that she was part Inuit. That woman was so touched that she quit her job and moved to the Arctic Circle. Three years later, she emailed 23andMe to say she had “found her true calling.” This story also served as a not-so-subtle nudge that the team better not mess up when it comes to delivering test results: An inaccurate one could change someone’s life in profound and potentially irreversible ways. But it was also a reminder that people take these tests incredibly seriously, and therefore the job of someone working at 23andMe mattered—at the very least, to this subset of users.


When all else fails, Wojcicki also tackles tough questions with her trademark humor and wit, another key component to good storytelling. When journalists called about the termination of a lucrative partnership after a sixteen-year run, Wojcicki shot back, “Would your teenager go for another sixteen years with mom?”


At the core of good storytelling lie humor, authenticity, simplicity, and surprise. This is easier said than done. I’ve personally read thousands of websites across every industry over the years, and the biggest compliment I can muster for many of them is “dry.” The reality is that most of them are barely comprehensible. That’s disappointing because, as the saying goes, there’s only one chance to make a good first impression. Are companies doing that with a “solution” that “integrates with workflow in the cloud”? And don’t get me started on the overuse of the word “platform” on corporate websites (what’s wrong with just calling it what it is, such as an “app” or a “website”?). There are countless moments in the corporate world when brands could build strong connections to their customers and other key stakeholders but fail to do so. We’ll discuss some of the most common marketing myths and misconceptions driving so much of this bland and emotionless copy—which I refer to as “corporate speak”—and how we can do better.


We Have Always Been Storytellers


Somewhere along the way, we’ve lost touch with the storytelling aspect of our fundamental nature. Human beings have always thrived on narrative, not on a stream of facts or statistics—and certainly not on corporate jargon.


Studies show that stories are powerful because they forge connections between diverse communities and because they convey culture, history, and values. Uri Hasson, a professor in the Department of Psychology and the Neuroscience Institute at Princeton University, has scanned people’s brains to understand how we respond to hearing stories. He has learned that when told well, stories act as a bridge between people who might start out with different mindsets. As he put it, “If you start to get me, your brain starts to be similar to mine.… And if you really get me, we become more and more similar in our brain responses.” In one study, Hasson and his team recorded brain activity in pairs of subjects as one told a story and the other listened. The greater the listener’s comprehension, Hasson found, the more the two brains started to sync.11 The scans showed that high-functioning areas of the brain, such as the frontal cortexes, became even more aligned when the stories came from real life.


Hasson told me that storytelling is most effective when people “click,” which most often happens when the storyteller throws out the script and focuses instead on connecting with their audience. As he tells his own students, that does not mean winging it without any preparation. Hasson encourages his students to put themselves in the shoes of listeners or viewers and think about why they should care. “The audience wants to learn something, but there needs to still be a story with a beginning, middle, and an end,” he explained.


As neuroscientists have found, stories are also powerful because they can stimulate parts of the brain associated with making predictions, which in turn encourages cooperation between two or more individuals. That cooperation occurs when neurochemicals are released in the brain, such as oxytocin, which is associated with feelings of trust, empathy, and reward. There’s a reason why narratives are so helpful in inspiring people to donate to charity, for instance. They help us feel more connected to an individual or species or geography, even if we aren’t directly experiencing negative impacts. And there’s a growing body of evidence via brain-imaging studies that storytelling is strongly linked to memory, which explains why I was able to recount details of that meeting with Ohanian years later. For these reasons, storytelling can also become an ethical liability, as it can be used for good or for evil. In Part 3, we’ll discuss how the CEOs of notorious companies like FTX and Theranos used their storytelling skills to perpetuate fraud and got away with it for years.


If CEOs were aware of the power of storytelling, no business would be reduced to jargon and slideware. Neuroscientists like Paul Zak, who teaches at Claremont University, now advise all CEOs—regardless of the stage and size of the business—to lead with a powerful story that includes some moment of setback to increase tension—and to do that before launching onto any deck. “In terms of making an impact,” he writes, “this blows the PowerPoint presentation to bits.”12
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PART 1


WHY STORIES WORK















CHAPTER 1



The Founder as Chief Storyteller


The most powerful person in the world is a storyteller. The storyteller sets the vision, values, and agenda of an entire generation that is to come.


—Steve Jobs, late Apple CEO


When Alexis Ohanian founded Reddit in 2005, he had a vision to create “the front page for the Internet.” It might be hard to remember the web from back then, but it was a disorganized mess, and many of the most popular websites we rely on today did not exist. Ohanian and his cofounder, Steve Huffman, set out to build a place where complete strangers could go to discuss current events, politics, their spouses, their kids, their cats, and everything in between.


Back in the early days of Reddit, the company’s leadership team were a bunch of twentysomethings playing multiplayer video games like World of Warcraft until the wee hours of the morning. Per Christine Lagorio-Chafkin’s brilliant book We Are the Nerds, the whole business idea came together through a series of happy accidents and some nudging from investor Paul Graham, who had encouraged the team to move away from a food-ordering app idea. Ohanian came up with the name “Reddit” at the University of Virginia’s library after deciding between it and “Reditt”; he went with the former because it seemed easier for people to spell and say. Huffman and Graham weren’t exactly fans of the name, at least not initially, but Ohanian said he put his foot down and went with it.


Because of the founders’ lack of professional experience and the boldness of their vision, there were real reasons to believe that Reddit would not succeed. Most social apps were monetized via advertising, which the founders could only unlock by demonstrating strong user growth. So how would Ohanian, Huffman, and the early team get vast numbers of people to continue to flock to Reddit? Early on, Ohanian—who oversaw all things nontechnical—made the choice to dedicate a sizable chunk of his day to public relations and communications, taking on responsibility for activities that would help get the word out. For a consumer-facing company like Reddit, getting that right was crucial. An article or mention by an early internet influencer on a then-popular technology site like Mashable, TechCrunch, or VentureBeat (where I got my start as a tech reporter) could drive a lot of interest in what the team was building, leading to a key inflection point for the business. Reddit relied on retention—people using the site religiously while in line for coffee or sitting on the toilet—to be successful. And without a strong user-acquisition plan, they’d be stuck on the starting line forever.


So every day for about five years, Ohanian carved out a few minutes to personally cold email anyone with a platform, whether a blogger, influencer, or journalist, and ask them to meet and have a chat about Reddit. As the years went by, he came up with more creative ways to meet these folks in person. Periodically, for example, he’d go on what he would refer to among friends as a “fake media tour.” Media tours were (and still are) a way for big companies to get their CEOs in front of the mainstream media. Typically, public relations teams with big budgets organize these tours. Flanked by an entourage of communications professionals carrying dossiers on the journalists, CEOs show up to newsrooms with steely resolve, ready to share their companies’ wins and deflect any uncomfortable questions. On a personal note, I’d spot these dossiers while working at CNBC when they would slip out of the executives’ folders by accident. Companies spend big money on these tours, which sometimes also culminate in fancy private media dinners.


Ohanian was far from a big shot—he was the founder of a website that for years very few people had heard of, and he had no budget for a PR entourage (nor did he desire one). So he would occasionally buy a bus ticket from his home in Boston to New York City and send a few reporters an email to say he was in town for Reddit’s very official “press tour.” He asked if they wanted to meet with him and nudged them to get on his schedule as soon as possible before all his slots got booked up. Ohanian initially thought no one would show up, but he soon realized that reaching out with a personal note—and a vibe that seemed more relatable and familiar than desperate—did the trick. Then he would sit in a café for a few days and chat with the people who turned up. There were no high-priced dinners with wine pairings, and he slept on friends’ couches before taking the bus back home.


Don’t Outsource Your Story


When companies refer to “PR,” they often mean the function that drives buzz for the business by getting headlines. Many founders assume that hiring a public relations firm (or an on-staff PR lead) will quickly get them regular, glowing write-ups in The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal, which they can then share with their target audiences on Facebook or LinkedIn to drive demand and generate leads. Or better yet, they might get physical press clippings, which are a nice ego boost, even though fewer and fewer people read printed newspapers and magazines. These clips can be framed to adorn office hallways or sent to family members to stick on the fridge.


This way of thinking, however, leads companies to take a very hands-off approach to press coverage. As I’ve seen it done for years, the company hires an agency, points to a highlight or milestone it wants to promote (a product launch, a funding round, a key hire) or a set of “messages” it wants to impart, and then sits back and lets the agency go to work until the media ask for an interview. At that point, if there’s any interest at all, an assistant arranges time via the public relations pro who is in touch with the journalist on the other side. This kind of arrangement builds in at least two or three levels of disconnect between the interviewer and interviewee. Then, at the time of the interview, the communications team attends the meeting and sometimes even chimes in with answers or comments. Usually there’s also some heavy coaching going on behind the scenes to ensure that the founder or CEO is saying the “right thing” and not revealing private or sensitive information. The hope, from there, is that this will result in a rave article with all the talking points included.


This strategy is rarely effective, particularly when it’s so hands off, which Ohanian realized from the start. He took a much more informal approach—but he also treated PR very differently than most founders and CEOs do. He viewed it as a strategic investment in the long-term success of his business, not a necessary evil to achieve a set number of press mentions per quarter. And he didn’t treat his relationships with the media as purely transactional. Even if a meeting didn’t result in a press mention for Reddit, he could categorize it as a win in other ways—and therefore as worth the time. As the company grew, he continued to view public relations as a priority—and something that he would personally manage rather than fully outsource to someone else.


Ohanian was also special in that he did not bristle at the idea of incorporating communications into his job description. Many CEOs will stress that they’re too busy, given they’re also on the hook to recruit, answer product questions, manage teams, and conduct meetings, among a host of other responsibilities. But I’d argue that communications should be extremely high up on any CEO’s priority list, and Ohanian would agree. It’s a catalyst to drive everything else. For example, winning over talent is typically far easier if they are aware that the business exists and perceive it as a cool company to join. While considering a role at a company that isn’t yet a household name, it’s downright useful to be able to email out a press article to friends and family members (“You may not have heard of it, but this start-up is the real deal!”). An emphasis on communications makes everything else that little bit easier.


So here’s how Ohanian made every interview count:




	
He built a network and a following. Reporters meet with a lot of companies and are trained to be on the lookout for stories that might pique the public’s interest. Ohanian realized that speaking to people whose job it was to regularly network, assess companies, and interface with the public would be inherently valuable for him as a cofounder. And even though he wasn’t yet a noteworthy CEO, Ohanian said he knew reporters would rather open and reply to an email from a CEO than a flak, an industry term for a communications professional.



	
He viewed journalists as a discerning audience—if he could win them over, he could win anyone over. By paying close attention to the person’s body language and other visual cues, he could determine if his story was resonating. Could he be telling it differently or better? If he could convince this naturally skeptical audience to care, might that help him be a better storyteller when trying to convince other important audiences too (when recruiting, pitching investors, making sales)?



	
He leaned into the “butterfly effect.” Journalists have big networks and are purveyors of information, most of it not conveyed in print. So meeting with them could open doors for his business. Case in point: Ohanian once had an extended conversation with freelance technology journalist Rachel Metz even though she explicitly told him that she would not be covering the company. Metz was nonetheless intrigued enough by the conversation to discuss it with her editor at Wired. That editor happened to be married to the director of business development at Condé Nast and promptly introduced Ohanian to her husband. That led to a licensing agreement, and eventually Condé Nast acquired Reddit. Years later, Ohanian often talks about this experience to remind people in his life that there’s value in staying open-minded versus being extractive in all encounters.



	
He learned to listen. In interviews with journalists, Ohanian learned to talk—but he also learned how to sit back and be quiet. He started to see a lot more value in these conversations when he stopped talking and instead asked the journalists earnest questions about how they did their job and what tools they used to succeed. Through that process Ohanian recognized a business opportunity and a public relations opportunity. Because there weren’t many websites on the internet for reporters and bloggers to use to understand public sentiment around the news, Ohanian figured Reddit could fulfill that need. Sure enough, that led to a double whammy for Reddit: Members of the press used Reddit to help them do their jobs, turning their news organizations into partners, which increased their desire to write about Reddit in their stories.






Over time, Reddit became much more well known, eventually becoming one of the top sites on the internet. Ohanian’s star rose alongside the site he helped create, particularly as he began to share more lessons learned and strategies for building companies. He is now an investor with his own venture capital fund, Seven Seven Six. He’s also a sought-after public speaker, company advisor, and television commentator. And in 2017, he married tennis superstar Serena Williams. Ever the joker, after receiving a coveted invitation to the royal wedding of the decade from Prince Harry and Meghan Markle, Ohanian posted a video of himself at his home, adopting a fake British accent to declare, “You can call me Lord Ohanian from now on.”


In Reddit’s heyday, before Ohanian struck out on his own, many of his investors asked him why he bothered with Twitter and Instagram, as well as why he had so many meetings with the press. Weren’t there more important things to focus on, like growing revenue? But Ohanian made it clear he did not consider the media work a waste of energy or time. All that brand building, which at that point also included his own presence on LinkedIn, Twitter, and other social media sites, created a virtuous cycle and added a halo effect around the company. “As your planet gets bigger,” Ohanian told me, “you become more interesting to more folks in the media who wonder what you’re up to, and then it just compounds from there to investors, potential employees, and beyond.”


When considering investment opportunities now, years after Reddit became a success, Ohanian looks for founders who take the lead on their own stories. In his mind, those who take on this challenging work have an edge because they are willing to face rejection and pick themselves back up after each failure (the reality is that a lot of reporters, just like any group that receives a lot of email, will not always respond). When they succeed, they are creating their own halo effects, which is a crucial differentiator for any business.


Unfortunately, the list of founders serving as their companies’ chief storytellers is not long. According to Ohanian, everyone wants to have a big brand, but very few will do the work; nor do they have the patience. Most well-respected people who have a big brand on the internet took years to build it.


He explained it to me when we spoke:


In my mind, generating press was not dissimilar from building community. Everyone wanted it, but no one wanted to do the work. I saw this outreach as “the work” because I understood that every person I met could be a Redditor. And a lot of the people who could use Reddit were in the media. So I had a great story to tell. I learned how to talk about the product [and] talk about the business. And now that I’m a VC, I give this advice constantly to founders: Don’t outsource your story. Journalists would rather be talking to the actual builder than some middle person, especially before you get to the size when that’s less practical. Just imagine you’re a journalist with an inbox full of press releases and random requests. As a founder, you have to break through that. And [you have to] empathize with the journalist, because they’re not getting up in the morning to write about a company that will probably fail and isn’t even real yet. And yet, only about 5 percent of founders have an affinity for it. But I see that 5 percent doing better.


Because of his coaching, many of Ohanian’s portfolio companies are among the best companies out there when it comes to storytelling, meaning they make it a priority in how they do business. Among them is Ro, which sells hair-loss supplements, Viagra, weight-loss medications, and other health-related products online and is valued in the billions of dollars. Ohanian also sits on the company’s board of directors. Ro CEO Zachariah Reitano described Ohanian as the “master” when it comes to storytelling. Because of Ohanian’s example, he keeps an open line of dialogue with his customers on social media, including taking the time to respond to comments. He also often writes lengthy pieces that accompany any new product launch so that people really understand his thinking and his views on the market. He recognizes that being misunderstood is a risk but that this tactic is essential to being ahead of the curve. The key is to be loved by users and to feel accessible to them. “[Ohanian] taught me that authenticity and honesty scales,” he said.


In the next few chapters, we’ll get into exactly what kinds of stories to tell and how—so stick with me! But before we get there, it’s important that we reflect on a few of the macro trends that are transforming communications and making it more important than ever that founders master telling their own stories.


Storytelling in Founder-Led Sales


So how can you be part of that small group of elite storytelling CEOs who get the spotlight and have a seemingly magical power to pull people into their orbits?


It requires making a serious commitment to communications—namely, to finding the right forums to share the story and individuals to share it with. I’ll acknowledge that it’s a juggling act, given that a lot of business leaders today are already taking on more than they ever used to. The job of a CEO or any manager is a constant battle between doing the work and communicating about the work; between being head down and popping your head up to motivate the team or inform the outside world. Yet crucial functions are beginning to move back into the remit of the CEO. Communications is one of them.


Let’s talk for a moment about a company-building method that took off in the 2020s known as “founder-led sales.” This framework encourages founders and CEOs to take on sales and customer relationships as their primary responsibility in the early stages of the company’s growth, rather than hiring a head of sales before the revenue engine is running. Only once they’ve gotten the business to real revenue is it time to consider hiring a sales leader to turn on the gas. The first step, though, is proving that the business should exist, and that’s the job of the founder and/or CEO. In other words, don’t hire a sales leader before the business has achieved product-market fit. Otherwise the company leaders could waste a lot of time blaming someone else for why the product isn’t selling like hotcakes. Or worse, the executives might fail to recognize customer feedback that could have saved the business.


Founders who have embraced founder-led sales are finding that it’s a critical learning experience for two key reasons: It’s a way to refine how the sales story is shared with a potential buyer, and it forces them to sit back and listen. To effectively make a sale, it’s critical that a founder ask questions of potential buyers and be genuinely curious about what they have to say. Is a real need being solved? Or is this just a cool product with no real buyer? Another benefit to founder-led sales: Founders doing this are forced to face rejection and get comfortable with all aspects of the sales process. In return, they’ll find that their storytelling capabilities improve over time and evolve as the business changes.


As founder-led sales expert Peter Kazanjy wrote in Founding Sales: The Early Stage Go-to-Market Handbook, the art of selling as a CEO in large part entails product marketing and “evangelical” product management, meaning bringing a product to market and aligning it with a customer’s needs. Those who get comfortable sharing the story will find that telling it has become second nature. In sales, the results are easy enough to quantify and reflect upon. Did the sale go through? And if not, is something about the story not landing? That might lead a founder to hop on the phone for an honest conversation with an important or potential customer and perhaps to tweak the strategy as a result.


Founder-led sales is now a cottage industry, with hundreds of consultants and coaches offering their support to founders as they navigate building customer relationships. After speaking with a half dozen of them, I learned that much of that coaching teaches founders how to get comfortable with storytelling. “People buy emotionally,” said founder-led sales coach Grant Parker. “A customer cares about what will make their life better, so the best way to make a sale is to figure out what they want and then tell them a story that resonates.”


Storytelling in Founder-Led Communications


Let’s take this notion of founder-led sales one step further. Among the closest and most important adjuncts to the sales function are communications and public relations. But compared to sales, remarkably little has been written about why founders and business leaders across a variety of industries, and not just technology, can benefit by doing more communications. That’s because it’s so often devalued and outsourced relative to aspects of the business that are more directly tied to revenue, as we discussed above. But I’d argue that communications is just as critical as sales, particularly for a subset of businesses, and that there’s just as much to gain from founders taking it on—as would Ohanian. He’d also argue that things have changed since 2005, when he worked to get Reddit off the ground. Breaking through the noise has become more challenging than ever for founders, but more opportunities also exist now than did back then.


In terms of what’s become trickier, let’s talk first about the changing media landscape. Journalists and bloggers are the folks most often associated with sharing the story of the company with the public. But their lives (and livelihoods) have fundamentally changed in the past few decades.


The short of it: Things are dire in the world of journalism (with a few exceptions—the biggest bright spot is probably in independent and “trade” media, which continues to show growth). From 2008 to 2024, newsroom employment dropped by 26 percent in the United States, according to a Pew Research Center analysis of data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.1 While newspapers have been harder hit than digitally native organizations, the industry overall is struggling. In 2023, the Press Gazette reported at least 8,000 cuts across the United Kingdom, Canada, and the United States. Some countries don’t have much of a functioning free press at all.


All these cuts mean that it’s harder and harder to get the attention of fewer and fewer journalists working full-time at news organizations. Many companies are preoccupied with generating media lists of important contacts. Those lists are growing ever shorter every year.


So how should companies adapt?


The first way is to right-size expectations around media attention, regardless of whether the communications function is insourced or outsourced. Communications professional Jacquelyn Miller, who’s worked at start-ups as well as big companies, told me that when she pitched the funding round for a 2014 start-up called PillPack, forty-one reporters covered the news. Nowadays, given the lack of journalists covering start-ups, she said, the companies she works with would be lucky to get even one mention in a top-tier publication. I’ll repeat that: The drop went from forty-one to one in a decade. And this kind of statistic was consistent for many of the communications professionals I spoke to. Making matters worse, there are now about six PR professionals for every one working journalist, a ratio that continues to get starker every year.


But all is not lost. The solution here for companies is to focus on quality over quantity, hire the right team and collaborate with them (versus outsource to them), and step up direct outreach.


I recommend that leaders should start by highlighting no more than three to five journalists covering their industry or sector whom they’re eager to build a relationship with and to reach out to them directly in a thoughtful way. This should take a few hours and is no more complicated than sending an introductory email. Those journalists might not respond—and that’s okay. It doesn’t mean the strategy isn’t the right one. And as Ohanian reminds us, handling rejection is part of the job of being a leader.


Understand that these outreach efforts are not about driving clicks and mentions. They’re about building long-term relationships with a lot of give-and-take. It could take years for a journalist at a top-tier publication to want to write about a company or to find an opportunity to do so that their editors will approve (they have bosses and goals too). So I advise that company leaders reset their thinking and use the time to refine the story, notice how it’s being received, and occasionally sit back and listen. The journalists who remain employed at respected outlets today have a clear mandate: Their job is to sit within the information flow and talk to lots of companies. Founders and CEOs should treat every conversation with them as a learning opportunity and not just spend thirty minutes reciting the litany of talking points.


The direct outreach approach also means the CEO forges a new relationship with the head of communications, assuming there is one at the company. Like the head of sales, this person should be brought on once the business is starting to show some traction with customers—and in my opinion, not before (except in rare cases, where that individual is a founder and/or functioning at that level). Finding that ideal moment to hire that individual is tricky, as is finding the right candidate. As a result, I’ve seen plenty of executives downplay the function or hire outside help when there’s no real story to tell yet. I’ve also seen others who do it too late, simply because they don’t prioritize the skill set enough.


Before onboarding the communications head and team, the founder should be proactive and build those key media relationships early, on their own, investing time in the process without adopting a transactional mindset. Once the story—and the business more broadly—seems to be working, then it’s time to consider bringing that help on board. The exception here is a company that is doing something extremely complex from a regulatory perspective or in terms of the technology or science. That may necessitate bringing on professionals to ensure that the company isn’t giving away key intellectual property or communicating in ways that no one outside a niche audience will understand. Even then, there are often reasons to focus on telling the story externally. There may be some risk of a competitor stealing intellectual property, but most of the time the differentiator is not the idea but the execution.


Communications in the typical, outdated org chart today
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Next, it’s important to establish exactly where this person should sit within the organization. Here, you’ll see a model typical of many large companies today. I refer to it as “outdated” because no company’s organization model should look like this.


In many companies, particularly larger ones, the communications leadership reports to the marketing department and is a few steps removed from the founders and/or the CEO. As a result, they simply aren’t aware of what’s going on at the CEO’s level because they aren’t brought into key internal meetings. Instead, they are relegated to a function whose main job is to drive press mentions (the myth that driving press mentions is all the job entails is the root of the problem). This is a recipe for disaster. As Jacquelyn Miller, the communications consultant, explains, press mentions do not even drive growth. They drive reputation and brand (when an individual googles you or your business, what do they find?). That is a critical distinction, because most people assume that press is a catalyst for user growth and sales. But because most press is driven by what’s topical, people tend to pay attention for a brief moment and then move on. The exception involves users who are already strongly considering making a purchase. A press mention can drive legitimacy, so buyers feel more comfortable with their decision. Given that, what’s the head of communications doing under marketing at so many companies when their real function relates to reputation?


The strategy for building an external presence through communications should be oriented around connecting with the customer on an emotional level and finding ways to build goodwill, also known as building the brand. Communications should sit alongside the CEO and work cross-functionally with the entire executive team, including legal, business development, operations, and policy, helping them share what they’re passionate about both internally and with the outside world. They should be the closest confidant and counterpart to the CEO, capable of answering questions about the business in excruciating detail—and, if they’re ever stumped, able to get the right person on the phone within minutes.


When founders take charge of communications and ally with their head of communications, everything changes. This person—more a chief communications officer (CCO) than a director of communications—should respect journalists and have a keen sense of what’s newsworthy. They should be plugged into everything at the executive level of the company. And they should be super knowledgeable about both the business and the larger landscape. They might even have an all-star team once the company is big enough. Like the CEO, the communications executive should not just be pushing for positive articles in good times and then lying or evading questions in bad times. They build mutually beneficial relationships with journalists because customers and other key stakeholders trust what they have to say.


In this model, the founder and/or CEO and CCO are allies on a mission:




	to build influence with target audiences via direct channels (social media, conferences, podcasts, newsletters, and so on) in order to drive both awareness and a sense of legitimacy in the market;



	to build relationships with the media, bloggers, and other key influencers;



	to use internal communications to help create a work culture that enables employees to show up to work with a clear sense of the mission, even—especially—if that mission is highly capitalistic in nature. The operative word here is “clear,” as many organizations today create cultures where communication breakdowns and misunderstandings are commonplace.






It’s important to underscore that all of this works best when the company’s leaders take ownership of the communications function and lead by example. I have yet to find organizations in which people further down the ladder feel inspired about external and internal communications if the CEO neglects them. If those organizations exist, they’re rare birds indeed.


Where communications should sit in the org chart
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So here’s a controversial idea I’d like to plant in your mind. Three of the most outsourced functions, particularly at early-stage companies, are recruiting, communications, and sales. I’d argue that with all three, it makes a very big difference when the founder and/or CEO takes ownership. Think about what it would mean if a CEO reached out to you on LinkedIn about recruiting you into a role at their company. Wouldn’t that be far more impactful than a message from an external recruiter? Or as a potential customer, imagine what it would feel like if a founder, rather than a junior salesperson, got in touch with you to have a conversation. I’m not arguing that the founder and/or CEO should draft every message. I am, however, suggesting that they get comfortable with the act of sending cold emails to influential individuals outside their organizations—just like Ohanian did for years—and sharing their story before they tell someone else to do it. If that sounds intimidating, part of getting comfortable is asking for help. And that’s another place where the communications team comes in.


Recruiting, communications, and sales are all highly external by design, and all require proficiency with storytelling. They also require a certain level of comfort with rejection or being ignored, because not everyone will find the story compelling enough to act upon. Having proficiency with all three from day one, rather than outsourcing them, is critical for modern start-up CEOs.


The Thought Leadership Problem


Here’s an axiomatic statement: To be a thought leader, you need to have some original thoughts. Many CEOs do not reserve time in their day to think and instead outsource their thought leadership to third parties. This makes absolutely no sense. How can you be a thought leader if you’re not willing to make time for thinking, let alone jotting down some thoughts? And why would you even want to position yourself as one?


It rarely works to pay someone else to simply write thoughts, although I can understand the appeal of handing the project off. It is very hard to represent someone else’s views effectively. So, if there’s no time in your day to write or think, scrap it and focus on something else. Or find a way to prioritize it and make the time. Start by writing, with no intention of publishing, until it becomes second nature. For many people, writing can become a process for thinking. For those who do feel comfortable sharing what they write, potentially becoming “thought leaders” in the process, there are more ways to put their thinking out in the world than ever before, including LinkedIn, Medium, or a newsletter platform like beehiiv or Substack.


Are you a ways off from putting pen to paper? I routinely suggest to companies that the team reserve an hour in the mornings to read over a cup of coffee and do a little writing. If that seems like too much, even an hour a week can make an enormous difference.


“Going Direct”


With all the backlash against mainstream media, some prominent tech investors are increasingly encouraging founders to build out their own channels of influence. That way, they can bypass the press completely—because, in their view, the press is inherently biased against technology companies. This is often called “going direct,” a term that influencers and technology pundits discuss on social media.


No one is interested in covering your product launch? No problem. Build a huge social media following and share it with your legions of fans! It’s that simple—or so the theory goes.


Given the level of effort required and the shrinking number of journalists available to pitch, some companies might be tempted to ignore the press altogether and focus on writing their own stories and sharing them on social media or on their own blogs. I agree with aspects of this way of thinking—but I’m not entirely on board. The mainstream media is shrinking, so there’s wisdom in not being overly reliant on reporters to cover updates and milestones. But I also don’t advise throwing the baby out with the bathwater. If there’s a story suitable for The New York Times to cover, bring it to a reporter there. That kind of coverage can still be priceless, and high-quality journalism matters. It does, however, require investing time to develop and pitch newsworthy stories—and not all companies will have the capacity or the confidence to do that. In reality there are many ways to build a relationship with audiences, and the press should just be one of them. Let’s talk about exactly when those moments might arise.


In the communications business, professionals will often talk about PESO: paid, earned, shared, and owned media. Here’s how they break down:




	Paid media has historically been the focus of marketing departments and includes sponsored content, paid publishing, and social media ads.



	Earned media relies on journalists essentially as middlemen—you need to pitch them and “earn” coverage in their publications.



	
Shared media primarily refers to partnerships, community building, and co-branding opportunities.



	Owned media involves no middleman, and that’s why many CEOs prefer it: They can publish directly to channels that they own, which means they control the message, and that message is infinitely editable.






The smartest minds in communications believe that these activities shouldn’t be siloed, but they do serve different purposes. Earned media, for instance, adds credibility to businesses, because a third-party arbiter with no skin in the game, such as Bloomberg or The Wall Street Journal, has taken the time to write a piece. That carries weight with people who don’t know anything about the company and are looking to discern whether it’s legitimate.


Owned media, meanwhile, is more effective for reaching people who already know the business and are following its blog or social media channels. Owned media is a great way to remind them of all the exciting things happening and to increase their interest in the company. Determining when it’s appropriate to target earned versus owned media—or any other channel—requires an appreciation for what’s newsworthy. It also requires determining the business’s intended goals at that moment in time.


Many CEOs find that challenging. As the business grows and becomes more complex, they get deep into what feels like a bottomless pit of work. Some rarely come up for air to see that there are other things going on in the world, and they fail to appreciate that their company’s latest product announcement might not be earth-shattering news to the person next door.


Admittedly, there was a period when the technology start-up press corps, in particular, did cover a lot of routine announcements. Back in the 2010s, the business media had a habit of covering every funding announcement, while the tech press was eager to cover product announcements, even from relatively young companies. So companies assumed that they could rely on the press to cover everything they did.


There are so many problems with this kind of thinking.


To begin with, the intended audience for whatever news (if it’s even news) a company wants to share might not read The New York Times daily. So even if the press did cover that announcement, would it serve its purpose?


More foundationally, journalists aren’t paid mouthpieces for companies. I cannot stress this point enough. It’s not their job to cover everything that a company does (unless it’s a massive company like Apple or Google and the reporter is dedicated to covering that company as their sole beat). It is their job to think about whether a piece of news is relevant to the audience they serve—and usually that audience is far broader than the market that a given company is talking to every day. Publishing that information should serve the public interest, not purely one company’s agenda.


If we agree that the press shouldn’t be the only channel to build awareness, CEOs will have to stop referring to every effort to communicate externally as “media relations.” That’s too limiting. In terms of the PESO model, it focuses exclusively on earned coverage and overlooks the paid, owned, and shared channels available. I often tell CEOs to stop thinking the press should be responsible for telling every company’s story for them and start thinking about how they can tell their own story alongside the press.


As one of my favorite exercises, I invite companies to think about whether the average person walking down the street would be interested in the story the CEO is telling in the way they’re telling it today. If the answer is no, that’s a good sign that it’s not newsworthy.


Of course, there are exceptions to this rule. For example, the trade press often goes very deep into specific niches like cybersecurity or health technology. Even then, the “average person” exercise is still helpful because the trade press is interested in news that’s relevant to their target reader, even if it’s a smaller and more informed group. So it’s always important to make the story as accessible as possible.


Watching founders today, Ohanian feels almost envious that they have so many new tools at their disposal to connect with their target audiences. Back in 2005, when he was starting out, personal publishing companies like Medium, Substack, and LinkedIn didn’t exist. It was traditional media or nothing. But now, with so many channels, it’s much easier to find opportunities to get creative and reach target audiences where they are most likely hanging out in person or online.


Ohanian gave me an example of a space-tech company he invested in called Stoke Space. The founders asked Ohanian for advice on PR because they needed to get the word out to engineers to hire technical talent. Ohanian encouraged them to spend time on YouTube channels dedicated to space content, which aerospace engineers might be more likely to watch, and not to focus on mainstream media. On the other hand, if the company had a bigger story to tell about the future of human spaceflight, that would be a good time to talk to the press.
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