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Preface


Your Story Is My Passion


I was lying flat on my back.


I had slipped on a sheet of ice outside of my 500-square-foot apartment in western Wisconsin. The thermometer hit zero that morning—20 degrees colder if you counted the windchill. I had torn my only suit, an expensive Italian outfit I had proudly purchased in San Francisco a few days earlier before getting in my car and driving 2,000 miles to take my first television job as a morning news anchor.


As I was lying on the sidewalk in the early morning freeze, looking up at a decaying apartment complex in the worst part of town, a number of questions raced through my mind: Had I made the right decision to give up law school—the “safe” choice—to pursue my passion—a career in broadcast journalism? Would I be stuck making $15,000 a year for the rest of my career? Would my father, who had landed on these shores as an Italian immigrant with $20 in his pocket after World War II, have been proud of my decision, or would the former prisoner of war have felt that his son was squandering an opportunity to make it in America?


I didn’t have an answer to all of my questions at the moment, but I reached two conclusions. First, it’s best to buy two-for-one suits, preferably at a discount, if you can barely afford to pay your $400 monthly rent. Second, that following my passion would be really, really tough, even harder than the ice I had just cracked with my head. And with that I got up, picked up my papers, now stuck on the frozen pavement, wiped the snow off my suit, and continued on my way to work. I wasn’t prepared for the Wisconsin winter, but I was prepared to face whatever obstacle would come next because, ultimately, you don’t choose your passion; it chooses you.


Twenty-five years later I found myself asking the question again: Why am I here? In May 2014, I had been invited to speak at an exclusive gathering of entrepreneurs and CEOs attending the Khosla Ventures Summit at a resort at the foot of the Golden Gate Bridge in Marin County. The event’s host, billionaire venture capitalist Vinod Khosla, had personally invited me, though initially, I couldn’t see why. The other speakers included Bill Gates; Google founders Sergey Brin and Larry Page; Salesforce CEO Marc Benioff; former secretary of state Condoleezza Rice; and former British prime minister Tony Blair. During an elegant dinner on the first night of the conference, as I felt like the only person in the room who needed an introduction, I began to question my role at the event: I’m not a billionaire. I haven’t eradicated smallpox. Or run a country. Why am I here?


But Khosla immediately put me at ease when he took the stage. Addressing the entrepreneurs in the audience he said, “You’re all brilliant, which is why I invest in you, but many of you cannot tell an emotional story, and that’s why I invited Carmine Gallo to speak to you.”


On the one hand, it struck me as I looked around the room that every person there was already a storyteller. In fact, I had written about the more famous ones and their effective communication styles. And the impressive young entrepreneurs in the audience were all storytellers, too. Some were more effective than others, but they all had to learn to tell a story if they hoped to change the world with their ideas. In fact, the ones who stood out knew intuitively what neuroscientists and researchers are just beginning to understand: One emotional and vivid customer story is far more persuasive than a data dump in 85 PowerPoint slides. A person can have a great idea, but if that person cannot inspire others to buy into that idea, it doesn’t matter.


What struck me even more as I interacted with that group was the degree to which the most successful entrepreneurs and thought leaders—people who are already in many ways master communicators, many of who seem like born storytellers—were hungry to learn more about this most elemental—and crucial—part of presenting ourselves, ideas, and businesses. They realized the exponential potential of even incremental improvements.


At the time of the Khosla event I had been thinking about the subject of my next book. I had been on the speaking circuit promoting Talk Like TED, which unlocked the presentation secrets of the world’s great thinkers and entrepreneurs who have dazzled their audiences on a TED conference stage. As I made my way around the country talking about the book, I found again and again, no matter who the audience was or where I was speaking, that one chapter seemed to resonate most strongly: how the best TED speakers master the art of storytelling; how great stories seemed to be the foundation of all great communication. As I engaged in back and forth with my audiences, I realized as never before that storytelling held the key not only to the perfect TED talk, but also to the larger mission of realizing one’s potential.


And it wasn’t just while I was promoting my book; I found the subject of storytelling coming up in a range of other contexts. When I interviewed the famed venture capitalist Ben Horowitz, he noted that among entrepreneurs, “storytelling is the most underrated skill.” Richard Branson wrote a blog post on how storytelling can be used to drive change. On a plane flight I sat next to a sales professional for Salesforce who said, “We have a new way to capture customer testimonials on video, but we’re struggling with how to use those endorsements to tell a story.” On another plane flight, this time to Paris, I met a manager with the global tech giant SAP, who told me, “My company just hired a new marketing manager. Her title is ‘Chief Storyteller.’ While my company is simplifying its story on a macro level, I’m struggling to simplify my story in PowerPoint. We’ve been told that no presentation must last more than a TED-like eighteen minutes.”


The push for both effective storytelling and brevity strikes many as a significant challenge. On another trip, I met with the top executives of a global energy company, who told me their CEO had a new mandate: Every new business pitch must contain no more than 10 slides. “How do we tell our story in 10 slides?” he asked. On the same trip an executive having a meeting with the prime minister of Vietnam the following week asked me, “In 20 minutes how do I tell him the story of who we are, why we do what we do, and why the country should partner with us over our competitors?” I’ve met senior leaders running the world’s largest companies and young entrepreneurs preparing for the pitch of a lifetime on ABC’s Shark Tank. They ask the question: How do I tell the story behind my idea?


We’re all “storytellers.” We don’t call ourselves storytellers, but it’s what we do every day. Although we’ve been sharing stories for thousands of years, the skills we needed to succeed in the industrial age were very different from those required today. The ability to sell our ideas in the form of story is more important than ever. Ideas are the currency of the twenty-first century. In the information age, the knowledge economy, you are only as valuable as your ideas. Story is the means by which we transfer those ideas to one another. Your ability to package your ideas with emotion, context, and relevancy is the one skill that will make you more valuable in the next decade.


Storytelling is the act of framing an idea as a narrative to inform, illuminate, and inspire. The Storyteller’s Secret is about the stories you tell to advance your career, build a company, pitch an idea, and to take your dreams from imagination to reality.


When you pitch your product or service to a new customer, you’re telling a story. When you deliver instructions to a team or educate a class, you’re telling a story. When you build a PowerPoint presentation for your next sales meeting, you’re telling a story. When you sit down for a job interview and the recruiter asks about your previous experience, you’re telling a story. When you craft an e-mail, write a blog or Facebook post, or record a video for your company’s YouTube channel, you’re telling a story. But there’s a difference between a story, a good story, and a transformative story that builds trust, boosts sales, and inspires people to dream bigger.


In these pages I will introduce you to some of the greatest brand storytellers of our time: Richard Branson, Howard Schultz, Sheryl Sandberg, Joel Osteen, Herb Kelleher, Gary Vaynerchuk, Mark Burnett, Oprah Winfrey, Elon Musk, Steve Wynn, Tony Robbins, Steve Jobs, and others whose names you may be less familiar with, but who have managed to become leaders in their fields on the basis of their ability to tell a transformative story. Many of the people in this book have given TED talks that have gone viral, not because of the data they presented, but because of the stories they told. Ideas that catch on are wrapped in story.


I’ve personally interviewed many of the storytellers in this book. They’ve all mastered the art and science of storytelling to inspire, motivate, and, ultimately, to persuade others to take a desired course of action. But they also share one other common trait—they’ve also faced hardship and are eager to share the lessons they’ve learned.


One of the major findings in this book is the fact that most great storytellers have struggled in their life and they’ve turned their adversity into victory. Their failures make them more interesting because, as you’ll learn, we are hardwired to love rags-to-riches stories.


Struggle is part of nature, which is why we find stories of adversity nearly impossible to ignore. Pearls, diamonds, and award-winning wine represent nature’s conquest over adversity. Pearls are formed as an oyster protects itself from irritating grains of sand. Diamonds are formed under crushing pressure and intense heat in the Earth’s mantle. And the best grapes come from steep mountain slopes or rocky soil that stresses the roots and creates grape clusters bursting with flavor; they have the most “character.” We especially like stories with a diamond at the end, a satisfying resolution to the struggle. Inspiring leaders often speak in the story of adversity to create an emotional bond with their audiences. Embrace your history because it’s the stuff from which legends are made and legacies are left.


Storytelling is not something we do. Storytelling is who we are.




Introduction


Richard Branson, Dopamine, and the Kalahari Bushmen




The art of storytelling can be used to drive change.


—Richard Branson




On a tiny speck of land in the British Virgin Islands, a group of ambitious entrepreneurs share their terrain with its year-round inhabitants: flamingos, a red-footed tortoise, and 35 Madagascar lemurs. “There are only 200 lemurs left in the world,” Sir Richard Branson explains as a lemur attempts to jump from one tree to another. “And if he doesn’t make it, they’ll only be 199,” Branson jokes.


While the rare species of animals are a gift to behold, the entrepreneurs are hoping for a financial gift from Branson, the island’s owner. The Virgin Group founder owns all 74 acres of this lush, tropical paradise called Necker Island. It’s his home and his hideaway. On this day it’s also the setting for the Extreme Tech Challenge, one of the most unusual pitch competitions the world has ever seen. The finalists—some of whom I coached to tell their product story more effectively—are here to sell Richard Branson on their ideas.


Bill Tai, a career venture capitalist and a sponsor of the pitch competition, has been investing in companies since 1991. Tai has seen several waves of technology in Silicon Valley and he believes that now, more than ever, the ability to communicate ideas simply and clearly and to tell compelling stories is critical to standing apart in the marketplace of ideas. Technologists and scientists no longer talk to just their peers. If they can’t explain the benefits of their products to consumers, their ideas won’t catch on. They must translate the language of bits and bytes into a story every consumer understands. Tai has found a kindred spirit in Richard Branson, who strongly believes in the art of storytelling to drive change. “Telling a story is one of the best ways we have of coming up with new ideas, and also of learning about each other and the world,”1 Branson says. Branson intuitively knows what neuroscientists are confirming in the lab—our brains are wired for story.


In order to understand Branson’s belief that storytelling can make a positive impact in the future, we must look to the past. One million years ago humans gained control of an element that was critical to the survival of our species. The element helps explain why some pitches fail miserably while others succeed at launching a brand. It explains why many ideas fail to gain traction, while others trigger global movements. It explains why many leaders fail to inspire their teams, while others persuade people to walk through walls. The element is fire.


Firelight and the Kalahari Bushmen


Anthropologists point to fire as the spark that ignited human evolution. It makes sense because once our ancestors got control of fire they could cook food, which radically increased the size of human brains. Fire also warded off predators at night, another positive if you wanted to live to see the sun rise. Until recently, however, few scientists studied one of the most profound benefits of fire—sparking our imagination through storytelling.


Firelight extended the day, providing more time for purposes other than hunting and gathering. As people shared their personal experiences around the fire, they learned to avoid danger, to hunt more effectively as a team, and to strengthen cultural traditions. Social anthropologists believe storytelling made up 80 percent of the fireside conversations of our ancient ancestors.


In Namibia’s Kalahari desert, a group of nomads known as the Bushmen still spend their days foraging for food such as melons, nuts, seeds, and antelope. They are hunter-gatherers by day and storytellers at night. When the sun sets on the Kalahari, the Bushmen light fires and tell stories just as their ancestors did thousands of years earlier. During the day the Bushmen’s conversations are focused on survival: hunting strategies, resource management, mediating disputes, etc. Only 6 percent of their conversations involve stories.2 By night it’s a different story, literally. As the embers of the fire extend the day, the Bushmen devote 81 percent of their conversations around the campfire to telling stories. Men and women tell stories, mostly about people the other villagers know and humorous or exciting adventures. For the Bushmen storytelling triggers the imagination, creates bonds between groups of people who don’t know each other, and conveys information about institutions that are critical to the Bushmen’s survival.


Not all communicators have the skill of storytelling, even in tribal societies. Among the Bushmen, as among TED speakers or business leaders, the best speakers leave the audience rolling with laughter, still with suspense, or inspired to seek their own adventures. Camp leaders were often good storytellers. And the best of the best—the most admired storytellers—use “multimodal communication” such as gestures, imitations, sound effects, and songs. The Kalahari storytellers learned that they had to deliver information, convey experiences, inspire, and entertain. If people aren’t entertained, they stop listening and go to sleep, not unlike what happens in millions of business presentations given every day. Humans evolved to perceive stories as entertaining because if they didn’t pay attention, they might be a lion’s lunch.


“Stories told by firelight put listeners on the same emotional wavelength, elicited understanding, trust, and sympathy, and built positive reputations for qualities like humor, congeniality, and innovation,”3 says University of Utah anthropology professor Polly Wiessner. “Through stories and discussions people collected experiences of others and accumulated knowledge of options that others had tried. Night talk was critical for transmitting the big picture.” Wiessner, who spent three months living with the Kalahari in northwest Botswana and recording their conversations, says that “appetites” for fire-lit settings remain with us to this day.


The public’s appetite for story is what makes some people very, very rich. More than 2,500 years ago a rhetorician named Gorgias learned that great storytellers can inspire audiences. He traveled around ancient Greece teaching rhetoric, specifically arguing that adding emotional stories in one’s speeches can “stop fear and banish grief and create joy and nurture piety.” Gorgias helped people craft stronger arguments, which won him many admirers. He became one of the wealthiest citizens of Greece on the strength of his storytelling. Telling great stories still makes people wealthy, especially entrepreneurs with an idea to sell.


The Tools Have Changed


Back on Necker Island, Richard Branson has a smile on his face as he listens to entrepreneurs leverage the power of story to make him laugh, make him think, and inspire him to invest in their idea. The stories give Branson a new way of looking at the world and ultimately spark his imagination that world-changing innovations are not only possible in his lifetime, but that Branson himself can play a role in their development. Branson so loves storytelling around a campfire that he commissioned a local artist to build a beautiful hand-carved metal sphere to hold a giant fireball.


The firelight talk might have started 400,000 years ago, but our brains are still wired for story today. Of course, the stakes have changed. Instead of hunting for food the entrepreneurs pitching Richard Branson are looking for cash. And the tools have changed, too. PowerPoint has replaced drawing pictures on a cave wall. But one thing hasn’t changed, and it’s our desire—a craving—to hear captivating stories. Those who have mastered the skill of storytelling can have an outsized influence over others. According to Princeton University neuroscientist Uri Hasson, a person who tells compelling stories can actually plant ideas, thoughts, and emotions into a listener’s brain. The art of storytelling is your most powerful weapon in the war of ideas.


On Necker, in the 10 minutes that each entrepreneur is given to articulate the vision behind their idea or product, they must grab Branson’s attention, convince him that the idea has the potential to positively impact the world, and inspire him to make a substantial financial commitment to the company. Most people who are given 10 minutes to pitch their idea mistakenly assume that potential investors want to hear all about the financials, the numbers, and the data. They are only partly right. These entrepreneurs are neglecting the core findings of neuroscience: Emotion trumps logic. You cannot reach a person’s head without first touching their heart and the path to the heart runs through the brain, starting with the amygdala.


The Amygdala: A Storyteller’s Best Friend


For many years medical researchers believed that people could only get addicted to drugs and alcohol. Then, neuroimaging technologies emerged that allowed researchers to see blood flow in the brain revealing that humans are also addicted to activities like sex, gambling, food, and shopping. Some activities hijack the brain just as powerful drugs do. Drugs like heroin produce an especially powerful surge of dopamine—one so intense that a single hit can hook a person for life. Scientists are finding that the very same reward centers in the brain are also involved in persuasion, motivation, and memory. These findings have profound implications for your success.


For example, researchers now know that a thought can elicit a “somatic state,” meaning the thought triggers the same regions of the brain that would be activated if you were actually experiencing the event in real life. Let’s say you win $20 million in a lottery. You’d be euphoric because your brain’s amygdala—an almond-shaped mass of nuclei in your frontal lobe—would release a rush of the neurotransmitter dopamine, the pleasure chemical. Now close your eyes and imagine yourself winning the lottery. Picture the sights, sounds, and feelings around the event. Who’s with you when you learn the news? What is their facial expression like? What are all of the things you can now do with the money? You might not realize it, but your mouth will gently curl up into a smile. You’re getting a small shot of dopamine that’s making you feel good because you are activating the same regions of your brain that would be triggered if you had actually won. That’s the power of the amygdala. A great story releases a rush of chemicals like cortisol, oxytocin, and dopamine.


Thanks to neuroscience we’ve learned more about storytelling in the last 10 years than we’ve known since humans began painting pictures on cave walls. We now know which brain chemicals make us pay attention to a speaker (cortisol) and which make us feel empathy toward another person (oxytocin). We also know what triggers those neurochemicals. We know what stories work, why they work, and we can prove it scientifically.


Addiction to story isn’t a bad thing. If inspiring storytellers didn’t exist the world would be a far different place, and not for the better. For example, in a series of six speeches in 1940, British prime minister Winston Churchill succeeded in completely turning around public opinion in World War II. A nation that had resigned itself to appeasing Nazi Germany just 14 days earlier had decided to take up the sword and fight to the end after listening to Churchill’s powerful argument. Although Germany had conquered large parts of Western Europe, Churchill masterfully painted a picture of the British successfully defeating Hitler’s army. “What is our aim?” Churchill asked rhetorically. “Victory. Victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be; for without victory there is no survival.” Through the storyteller’s gift, Churchill radically altered the destiny of an entire civilization. Interestingly, Churchill wasn’t born with the storyteller’s gift. Like mastering any art, he had to work on it. Churchill had stage fright early in his political career. So did Richard Branson, and the famous pastor Joel Osteen. Billionaires Barbara Corcoran and Warren Buffett had a fear of public speaking, too. Great storytellers look effortless because they put a lot of effort into being great.


History’s most inspiring leaders were storytellers: Jesus, John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., Ronald Reagan, Nelson Mandela, Henry Ford, and Steve Jobs. Many of today’s most inspiring entrepreneurs and leaders are also storytellers: Richard Branson, Bill Gates, Mark Burnett, and Sheryl Sandberg. Many of the storytellers featured in this book changed the course of history. Some are business heroes. Some inspired movements. Above all, they are all dream makers. They reach for the stars and inspire the rest of us to create our own moonshots. This book is about the visionaries and risk-takers who have mastered the art of telling stories and who inspire us to live better lives. Some make us laugh. Some make us think. Some make us change. Through artfully telling stories that inform and challenge, they build companies, drive the world forward, and make us feel like we, too, can achieve the impossible.


We’re All Storytellers


Storytelling is the fundamental building block of communication. In a world where people are bombarded by choices, the story is often the deciding factor in whom we decide to do business with. We’re all storytellers. We tell stories to sell our ideas. We tell stories to persuade investors to back a product. We tell stories to educate students. We tell stories to motivate teams. We tell stories to convince donors to write a check. We tell stories to encourage our children to reach their full potential. Learn to tell a story and your life and the lives of those you touch will be radically transformed.


The Storyteller’s Secret features more than 50 storytellers who have changed the world or impacted business thanks in large part to mastering the art and science of storytelling. Each storyteller falls into one of five categories intended to inspire you to think differently about your own narrative, and how you can build storytelling into your everyday communication:




•   Storytellers Who Ignite Our Inner Fire


•   Storytellers Who Educate


•   Storytellers Who Simplify


•   Storytellers Who Motivate


•   Storytellers Who Launch Movements




Each chapter is divided into three sections. First you’ll learn about the storyteller’s own story. Most of the men and women profiled in this book were at one time common people who used storytelling to achieve uncommon results. The second section of each chapter examines the storyteller’s tools in more detail, why they work and how you can apply them. Finally, each chapter concludes with a short summary of the lesson learned—the storyteller’s secret.


Once you learn the storytellers’ secrets and why they work, you can apply the techniques to almost any type of communication: public speaking, PowerPoint presentations, blogs, e-mail, advertising and marketing, or simply pitching an idea over coffee at Starbucks. You will learn to frame an idea to inform, illuminate, and inspire.


In the next 10 years the ability to tell your story persuasively will be decisive—the single greatest skill—in helping you accomplish your dreams. Since the next decade marks the greatest promise civilization has ever known, the story you tell yourself and the story you share with others will unlock your potential and, quite possibly, change the world. Isn’t it time you shared yours?




PART I


Storytellers Who Ignite Our Inner Fire




  1  


What Makes Your Heart Sing?




People with passion can change the world for the better.


— Steve Jobs





As the sun was setting over the Hudson River on a brisk October day two men stood on the terrace of a luxury apartment overlooking New York’s Central Park. One man, a rebellious 26-year-old, dressed in a mock turtleneck and blue jeans, stared at his running shoes for a long time without saying a word. Then, as quickly as a light switch moves from off to on, he turned to the man by his side—a successful corporate executive who was one month shy of his forty-fifth birthday—and delivered the words that would transform the careers of both men and change the business world forever.


On the balcony of the San Remo apartment building in March 1983, Steve Jobs turned to John Sculley and challenged him with a simple but devastating question: “Do you want to sell sugar water for the rest of your life or do you want to come with me and change the world?”


Sculley had just turned down Jobs’s offer to run Apple, saying that he intended to remain in his position at PepsiCo. Jobs’s question, however, forced him to do some serious soul-searching. “I just gulped because I knew I would wonder for the rest of my life what I would have missed,” Sculley recalls of the question that landed like a “punch to the gut.”


The punch to the gut. The “wow moment.” The “aha” moment. Whatever you choose to call it, radical transformation can happen in an instant. But an idea can only catch on if the person with the idea can persuade others to take action. Otherwise, ideas are simply neurons firing off in a person’s brain. The greatest waste is an unfulfilled idea that fails to connect with audiences, not because it’s a bad idea, but because it’s not packaged in a way that moves people.


This is a book about ideas that did capture our imagination and change the world. It’s about dream makers, visionaries, and risk-takers who mastered the art of storytelling to bring those ideas to life. Steve Jobs was undeniably the greatest business storyteller of our time.


On the apartment balcony back in 1983 Sculley had witnessed the famous Steve Jobs “reality distortion field,” a phrase coined to describe Jobs’s mix of charisma and his ability to convince people that they could accomplish the impossible. Upon hearing the news of Jobs’s passing in October 2011, Sculley said, “Steve Jobs was intensely passionate at making an important difference in the lives of his fellow humans while he was on this planet. He never was into money or measured his life through owning stuff. . . . A world leader is dead, but the lessons his leadership taught us live on.”1


Jobs’s lessons do live on in the careers of former colleagues such as Apple chief designer Jony Ive, Apple CEO Tim Cook, Nest Labs founder Tony Fadell, or Disney’s chief of animation John Lasseter. Jobs inspired them to communicate differently, to sell their ideas in a way that captured the public’s imagination. Jobs revolutionized computer design, of course, but he was also a persuasive storyteller. Every public presentation that Steve Jobs gave resembled a Broadway play and had all the classic components of a great narrative: sets and surprises, heroes and villains. Nearly every major technology leader—and darn near every young entrepreneur—now tries to create “Steve Jobs–like” presentations. While anyone can copy the minimalist design of a Steve Jobs keynote presentation, it won’t get them very far until and unless they learn the real secret to Steve Jobs’s gift as a storyteller. And that gift wasn’t on a slide. It was in his heart.


The Storyteller’s Tools


In March 2011 the visionary who made “one more thing” a signature catchphrase took the stage one last time to reveal Apple’s secret sauce. Steve Jobs, thin and weak from the cancer that would take his life a few months later, made an unexpected appearance to introduce a new product, the iPad 2. Few people in the audience expected Jobs to make an appearance because he was on his third medical leave. “We’ve been working on this product for a while and I didn’t want to miss it,” he told the cheering crowd. Jobs closed the presentation with this observation:




It’s technology married with liberal arts, married with the humanities, that yields us the result that makes our heart sing.




In one sentence Steve Jobs captured the essence of what made him an inspiring storyteller. As it turns out Sculley had nailed it, too, when he said that Jobs was passionate about making a difference. Passion is everything and Jobs had plenty of it.


Since he cofounded Apple in 1976 with his friend Steve Wozniak, Jobs combined passion, logic, and emotion to make a profoundly meaningful connection with his audiences. Jobs’s ability to inspire a crowd is legendary. After interviewing Jobs’s colleagues, presentation designers, and the people who knew him best for my book, The Presentation Secrets of Steve Jobs, I discovered that Jobs’s secret to captivating an audience was not in the slide design, though the designs were beautiful. Many leaders now try to mimic Steve Jobs’s presentation style (current Apple executives use the same design template for major product launches). Jobs captivated our imaginations because he had a wild and wondrous appreciation for how technology could change the world and he had the courage to express it.


Your story begins with your passion. You cannot inspire unless you’re inspired yourself. Passion is a puzzle. Most people know it when they see it, but they have a hard time discovering it for themselves. Steve Jobs discovered it by asking, “What makes my heart sing?” The answer to the question: What makes my heart sing? is a lot different than the answer to the question: What do I do? Steve Jobs made computers; building tools to help people unleash their creativity made his heart sing.


The question of what makes one’s heart sing goes to the core of Apple’s DNA. Apple CEO Tim Cook repeats a version of the phrase in his keynotes and product launches. Cook once asked, “What do our hearts beat for?” On another occasion, the launch of a new iPad Air in October 2014, Cook was talking about the product’s high customer satisfaction scores. “This is what makes our hearts sing,” he said.


Steve Jobs wore passion on this sleeve. In 1997 Steve Jobs returned to the company he had cofounded after being fired 12 years earlier. Jobs held a staff meeting where he talked about the role passion would play in revitalizing the brand.




Marketing is about values. This is a very complicated world. It’s a very noisy world and we’re not going to get a chance to get people to remember much about us. No company is. And so we need to be really clear on what we want them to know about us. Our customers want to know who is Apple and what is it that we stand for. What we’re about isn’t making boxes for people to get their jobs done, although we do that well . . . But Apple is about something more than that. Apple’s core value is that we believe that people with passion can change the world for the better.2




On June 12, 2005, Steve Jobs gave one of the greatest college commencement speeches in history. Jobs delivered the 2,250-word speech in 15 minutes. Steve Jobs, the storyteller, crafted the speech as a three-part narrative supporting one central theme: Do what you love. “Have the courage to follow your heart and intuition. They somehow already know what you truly want to become,” Jobs told the graduates.


The profoundly moving speech garnered well over 20 million views on YouTube. Apple employees say Steve Jobs’s passion continues to live in Apple’s DNA and they mean it, literally. When Apple released a new version of its operating system, OS X, they secretly hid a gift, knowing that someone would discover it. Embedded in the Mac’s word processing application—Pages—is the entire text of Jobs’s commencement speech. Passion is contagious. Passion is irresistible. Passion fuels the inner fire.


Ask Yourself, What Makes My Heart Sing?


Your passion is not a passing interest or even a hobby, but something that is intensely meaningful and core to your identity. For example, I play golf as a hobby. While I like the game—love it, actually—it is not core to who I am. It is, however, core to international PGA golf superstar Rory McIlroy. Asked to describe his love for the game McIlroy once said, “It’s what I think about when I get up in the morning. It’s what I think about when I go to bed.” For McIlroy, golf isn’t just a passing interest; it’s the verse that makes his heart sing.


I was invited to deliver a keynote speech at the prestigious LeWeb conference in Paris, a gathering of the world’s most passionate entrepreneurs for several days of sharing information on technology, innovation, and entrepreneurship. Backstage I met Ferran Adrià, the visionary chef who created the world’s most famous restaurant, El Bulli.


“What is the one quality that all successful entrepreneurs share?” I asked Adrià.


“That’s impossible to answer,” he responded. “There are so many paths to success.”


Adrià turned away and I figured it signaled the end of our conversation. Adrià then turned to me and said, “I take it back. There is one thing that all successful entrepreneurs have in common, and that’s passion.”


“How do you know it when you find it?” I asked.


“Let’s put it this way. When you see a glass of wine, what do you think of?”


“A drink,” I said.


“Exactly. You see a beverage. I see a vineyard. I see an ingredient. I see joy. I see family. I see friends. I see celebration.”


I enjoy wine, but for Adrià it makes his heart sing in celebration.


Several years ago I interviewed Chris Gardner, the man portrayed by actor Will Smith in the movie, The Pursuit of Happyness. Gardner recounted his story of being homeless, spending nights in the bathroom of a subway station along with his two-year-old son. In the daytime Gardner would put on his one suit, drop off his kid at day care and take unpaid classes to become a stockbroker. You can guess how the story ends. Gardner rose to the top of his firm and became a multimillionaire.


When I worked in San Francisco, I would take the BART train and pass the very subway station where Gardner and his son slept at night. I would look around at the faces of the people seated near me. Very few seemed happy. They were staring at cell phones with frowns on their faces or looking out the windows with glazed expressions of longing. The spark in their eyes had gone out. Somewhere along the way they had lost sight of their passion. I wondered: How it is possible for a homeless guy sleeping in the subway bathroom to have more excitement for life than those who had a job and rode the subway to work? I asked Gardner that very question. His answer changed my life.


Gardner said, “The secret to success is to find something you love to do so much, you can’t wait for the sun to rise to do it all over again.”3


Gardner rose from the depths of poverty precisely because he listened to the verse that made his heart sing.


If you have yet to find your passion, ask yourself a better question. Don’t ask, What do I want to do? Ask yourself, What makes my heart sing? Both questions will lead to very different answers.


Before you learn the craft of storytelling and master the specific techniques that will help you inspire the world with your ideas, you must get really clear on what you want people to know about you. Begin the process by asking yourself the right questions. For example, I met with the startup team behind a healthcare company that enjoyed the backing of some of Silicon Valley’s largest venture capital firms. The company had developed a blood test to detect cancer. I asked the CEO a series of four questions intended to elicit an emotional response and lead to a message the company could use to tell its story to its key audiences (investors, medical professionals, and the media). Note how each question gets progressively more emotional and triggers a very different response:




1.  Why did you start a company? “To impact patients’ lives.”


2.  What does your company do? “We’ve developed a tool that allows us to fight cancer with a simple blood test.”


3.  What are you passionate about? “Patient care. Every week we see patients matched with therapies that can save their lives.”


4.  What makes your heart sing? “We were working with an oncologist who told us about a patient they had diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. It had spread everywhere. The patient was told she had two months to live. There was no hope. Her oncologist knew about our blood test and decided to give it a try. The test results had successfully found the mutation of the patient’s cancer. The mutations were inconsistent with pancreatic cancer. The patient had ovarian cancer. Her oncologist changed the treatment. In twelve weeks she had no detectable cancer. These stories keep me burning the midnight oil and working through the night.”




Reflect on what had happened in the previous conversation. The first three questions elicited factual responses. The fourth question—what makes your heart sing—triggered a story. Facts alone don’t inspire. The heart of your story gives facts their soul. Fact-filled PowerPoint presentations do not win hearts and minds; stories do. Well-designed slides complement the story, but the story must come first.


Disney animation chief John Lasseter, who said he owes his career to Steve Jobs, once said that in developing a story, the plot can change dramatically: the characters can come and go, as can the setting. What you can’t change is the heart of the story because it lays the foundation for everything else.


A famed venture capitalist once told me that he listens to a pitch as he would a song. He asks himself, Will its verses click with consumers? Will its emotional hook inspire people to join the hero’s journey? The investor is looking for an emotional connection. He’s listening for a pulse, a passion. The first step to telling an inspiring story is to discover your verse, the track that makes your heart sing.


The Storyteller’s Secret


Inspiring storytellers are inspired themselves. They are very clear on their motivation, on the passion that drives them, and they enthusiastically share that passion with their audiences. Ask yourself, What makes my heart sing? The answer is the foundation upon which all great stories are built.
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From T-Shirt Salesman to Mega Producer




Life isn’t about finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself.


— George Bernard Shaw




Mark had plenty of time to think about his story on the 5,000-mile flight from London’s Heathrow Airport to Los Angeles International. He had no job, no place to live, and only a few hundred bucks to his name. On paper Mark didn’t have a compelling resume. Although he had served in the British military, Mark was 22 years old and had not gone to college. How could he possibly achieve success in a new country he had never even visited? On the flight Mark decided to write his own story and get really, really good at telling it. While he wasn’t American, Mark had two personality traits that would help him achieve the American Dream: optimism and self-confidence.


Mark landed in Los Angeles on October 18, 1982, a working-class kid from London’s East End with “no return ticket.” Mark’s friend, Nick, met him at the airport and brought good news: A wealthy Beverly Hills family was looking for a nanny. Mark interviewed with the family that night. They were initially uncomfortable about his experience, or lack thereof. Male nannies were unusual in Los Angeles and Mark didn’t strike them as someone who would excel at domestic chores. But then he delivered a pitch they couldn’t resist. Using the effective narrative technique of analogy he told the couple that having a former British paratrooper in the house was guaranteed security, “like hiring a nanny and a bodyguard at the same time.”


Mark’s performance earned him a job within 24 hours of landing in America. The very first job television producer Mark Burnett performed in America was unloading a dishwasher, a device he had never seen until that day.


In his two years as a nanny Burnett studied the habits of the wealthy and learned a valuable lesson about success, one that would catapult him to the top of the television industry. Burnett came to realize that the story of his life was a blank slate and that he was the author, the one ultimately in charge of crafting the narrative. Second, he learned that he had a storyteller’s gift for selling his ideas. And he took that gift to the beach.


Burnett’s first business plan—if he had written one—would have fit on a napkin: Buy T-shirts for $2 and sell them for $18. Since he didn’t have the money to rent a booth, he rented a fence, and since he couldn’t afford the entire fence, he settled for a 10-foot section of it.


Although Burnett had never worked as a salesperson, never attended a sales seminar, nor read a book on sales, he excelled at sales because he knew the storyteller’s secret. “Customers buy from people they are comfortable with, people they consider their friends,”1 Burnett said. And friends don’t “sell.” They tell stories.


Burnett learned to tell the story behind his shirts and to shape the narrative to match the wide range of personalities who visited the Southern California beachfront town of Venice. He learned that facts and data persuaded “analytical” customers (e.g., engineers, doctors, scientists). “They want to know how the shirt was made and whether the stitching will last. My delivery was no-nonsense, to the point,” Burnett writes. He discovered that “emotional customers” were less likely to be moved by fact and more likely to make decisions after feeling the fabric and enjoying the color assortments. Burnett would share the stories of where the shirts were made, who made the shirts, and the craftsmanship that went into their design. “In theater, this would be called playing to the audience,” he said. On that sidewalk Burnett learned to read an audience and craft a narrative that would appeal to the way their brain worked.


Burnett spent two years pitching T-shirts to thousands of people from all walks of life and from every part of the world. He was so good at selling he essentially paid off the $1,500 monthly rent in one day of sales each month. Burnett saved much of the rest of his income and parlayed the cash into lucrative real estate deals. Within eight years of landing in America Burnett had made his first million.


In 1998 Burnett bought the North American rights to a British team competition called Survivor. He thought it might find an audience in America. As a former British paratrooper Burnett was passionate about extreme sports, and he knew that confining a group of people in challenging circumstances brings out heroes and villains, the building blocks of classic stories. But before Burnett could bring it to television, he would need a network to carry it and that meant he would have to use his storytelling skills to convince network executives to buy into it.


At its core, Survivor is a reality TV show where a group of individuals are isolated in a remote location and compete in challenges for a $1 million prize. That’s the simple pitch. But as you’ll recall there’s a difference between a story, a good story, and an irresistible story. Burnett always pitched it as a drama, not a game show. “When I traveled for business I would look about the plane at my fellow passengers and imagine us crash-landing on an island. Where would I fit in into our new society? Who would lead and who would follow? Who would find the ordeal overwhelming?”2 Burnett recalls. Contestants were “castaways” who were grouped into “tribes” and banished from the island one by one in a “tribal council.”


“My best skills have always been telling stories and pitching ideas,” Burnett acknowledged in his biography, Jump In! “All success begins with the ability to sell something, whether it’s a shirt or an idea.” Burnett was good at storytelling, but storytelling takes practice and even the most gifted communicators don’t get it right the first time. Burnett relentlessly worked on his pitch, using his friends as an audience. He recalled, “At first the pitch came out long-winded and overcomplicated. My dinner companions would lean back in their chairs, heads nodding vacantly as if listening, even as their eyes glazed over and their thoughts wandered.”3 Burnett recognized the “eyes glazed over” look from his days selling T-shirts on Venice Beach. As he simplified the story, the glazed looks turned to excitement. “As I perfected the pitch, however, making it faster and more fluid and always exciting, I noticed my dinner companions leaning in to hear each syllable. Their eyes sparkled. They peppered me with questions all of which I learned to answer with the same polish I used to deliver the pitch itself.”


The pitch didn’t always work. Discovery Channel turned it down. An executive at USA Network rejected it in thirty seconds. CBS, which ultimately bought the show, turned it down the first time. When it comes to pitching ideas, Burnett believes that a “no” simply means one person doesn’t buy into your vision at that moment. Someone else might, but you must learn from the “no” and refine the story for maximum impact so when the opportunity presents itself, you can deliver the pitch of a lifetime.


For Burnett the opportunity arrived when the head of the drama division at CBS liked what he heard and took the idea to the president of CBS. Les Moonves had earned a reputation as one of the toughest executives in television, and he wanted to hear Burnett’s pitch in person. “Confidently, my skills polished at all those dinner parties and previous pitches, I walked into Leslie’s enormous office and delivered the pitch of my life,”4 Burnett recalls. Burnett began his pitch by handing Moonves a mock copy of Newsweek magazine with Survivor on the cover. “Be bold and exude confidence no matter how nervous you may be,” Burnett advises as he thinks back to the meeting. The pitch worked and Moonves approved a budget large enough to pay for 39 days of filming on the island of Pulau Tiga in the South China Sea. Survivor dominated the ratings and became the number one reality television series of all time.


I caught up with Burnett in February 2014, while another one of his shows was making television history—The Voice. If success leaves clues, then it pays to note that every storyteller featured in this book, including Burnett, is an optimist. And they’re not merely “glass half full, look on the bright side of things,” sort of optimists. They have an unshakable belief in their ability to achieve the impossible. The language they use reveals their intentions. Where most people have “goals,” inspiring storytellers see moonshots and they don’t let anyone get in their way. Above all, they believe in their ideas and are willing to pay the price to make those dreams a reality. They trust their “gut,” their “intuition,” their “heart,” or, in Burnett’s case, the “calling.” “In the end you are never going to be certain that you are on the right path,”5 Burnett says. “You just have to listen to the call and trust that it will all work out. The path isn’t clearly laid out. You’ll be guided, but if you don’t start walking, you won’t get anywhere. Start walking, even if you don’t know where the path will lead.”


The Storyteller’s Tools


PayPal founder Peter Thiel would categorize Burnett as a “definite optimist,” someone who sees the future as better than the present and works to make it happen. According to Thiel in Zero to One, definite optimists are the inventors and visionaries who move their generations forward. They are the ones who, despite current circumstances like economic downturns or uncertainty, make bold plans and make the world richer and healthier.


Relentless optimism is a quality that Burnett has in abundance. Not all optimists are storytellers, but nearly all inspiring storytellers are optimistic. They have what Solomon Snyder calls “The Audacity Principle.” Snyder is the director of neuroscience at Johns Hopkins School of Medicine. He has spent more than 40 years identifying the traits of scientists who have made the greatest breakthroughs. While original ideas and creative thinking are the building blocks of scientific achievements, Snyder found that those scientists who change the world have one quality that separates them from their intellectual peers: audacity. Snyder defines audacity as a go-for-it attitude, the conviction and self-confidence to pursue an idea and articulate that idea “even though the world punches you in the nose.” 6


Burnett was punched in the nose plenty of times. No matter how many hit shows he had under his belt, every new pitch was met with a chorus of skepticism. The critics and naysayers would come out in force to tell him why his idea would never find an audience. Survivor wasn’t expected to survive. And neither was The Apprentice, Shark Tank, or The Voice.


Burnett told me that he and his wife, Roma Downey, met their harshest skeptics when they produced the biblical cable series The Bible. “A huge number of people told me not to do it,”7 he recalls. “It was a daunting project. There were many reasons why we could have avoided it: too difficult, too expensive, and too enormous. What they failed to realize is, it’s not a business for us. It was a calling.” The Bible was shown on History channel in March 2013 and attracted more than 100 million viewers.


Inspiring storytellers like Burnett don’t play it small. They dream in moonshots and have the courage, the conviction, and the confidence to share their ideas, even if they get punched in the nose from time to time.
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