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And who DOESN’T love a good story? 
From 15,000-year-old cave paintings, 
to the Bible, to the narrative of the first 
Thanksgiving, story is the backbone of 
who we are and what we aspire to be. 

Ironic.  In fact, more than ironic. 
One of the oldest forms of communication 
that has been discovered is now the 
latest buzz in the Boardroom embracing 
marketing and business communications.

Stories are ubiquitous and can be found 
in all the obvious places like movies, 
songs, books, paintings, journalism and 
photographs. Once we learn to identify 
stories with intention, we find them in 
surprising places, places we wouldn’t 
ordinarily look in products, architecture, 
data, cars, fashion, geology, balance 
sheets, portfolios, landscapes, gardens, 
cemeteries, and our neighborhoods.

Aside from Malcolm Gladwell, the best 
storytellers of our times are advertising 
copywriters.  They tell a story – sometimes 
a complicated one – in under 30 seconds.  
Conflict. Crisis. Climax and Resolution. 
Bang. Done. Resolution, by the way, is 
always about, a purchase or call to action.
(See The Copy Book: How 32 of the World’s 
Best Advertising Writers Write Their 
Advertising.) In fact, the essence of public 
relations is to “control the narrative.”
Storytelling is not an inherent skill; it is 
a learned craft. TED, which has become 
an international phenomenon, is the most 
successful storytelling format of our time.  
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But it doesn’t stop there: Podcasts, long 
form journalism, the rise of non-fiction, 
the documentary.  Indeed Hollywood, 
wouldn’t exist without the three act 
narrative structure: Problem.  Real 
problem. Solution. Joseph Campbell’s 12 
Stages of The Hero’s Journey has served 
as the narrative backbone of many movies 
from the Wizard of OZ to Star Wars.
In this issue of ReportOUT, SynED has 
assembled some of the most interesting 
articles which capture these ideas – 
especially in their most pragmatic forms. 
These stories intend to build business 
relationships, attract attention, affect 
behaviors, connect emotionally, and make 
the abstract concrete.   These articles aim 
to reflect how storytelling has been elevated 
to become a tool used with intention and 
deliberation. For an educator, storytelling 
has no bounds as to its practicality. 

This issue of ReportOUT includes articles 
on storytelling for business, marketing, 
content marketing, data visualization and 
more.  We hope you enjoy them.
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The Art of Immersion: Why do we tell stories? 

But if stories themselves are universal, the way we tell them 
changes with the technology at hand
By Frank Rose
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What is it about stories, anyway? 

Anthropologists tell us that storytelling is central to 
human existence. That it’s common to every known culture. 
That it involves a symbiotic exchange between teller and 
listener – an exchange we learn to negotiate in infancy. Just 
as the brain detects patterns in the visual forms of nature – a 
face, a figure, a flower – and in sound, so too it detects patterns 
in information. Stories are recognizable patterns, and in those 
patterns we find meaning. We use stories to make sense of our 
world and to share that understanding with others. They are 
the signal within the noise. So powerful is our impulse to detect 
story patterns that we see them even when they’re not there.

In a landmark 1944 study, 34 humans – Massachusetts college 
students actually, though subsequent research suggests they 
could have been just about anyone – were shown a short film 
and asked what was happening in it. The film showed two 
triangles and a circle moving across a two-dimensional surface. 
The only other object onscreen was a stationary rectangle, 
partially open on one side. Only one of the test subjects saw 
this scene for what it was: geometric shapes moving across 
a plane. Everyone else came up with elaborate narratives 
to explain what the movements were about. Typically, the 
participants viewed the triangles as two men fighting and the 
circle as a woman trying to escape the bigger, bullying triangle. 
Instead of registering inanimate shapes, they imagined humans 
with vivid inner lives. The circle was “worried.” The circle 
and the little triangle were “innocent young things.” The big 
triangle was “blinded by rage and frustration.”
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But if stories themselves are universal, the way we tell 
them changes with the technology at hand. Every new 
medium has given rise to a new form of narrative. In Europe, 
the invention of the printing press and movable type around 
1450 led to the emergence of periodicals and the novel.
 The invention of the motion picture camera around 1890 set 
off an era of feverish experimentation that led to the 
development of feature films by 1910. Television, invented 
around 1925, gave rise a quarter-century later to I Love Lucy 
and the highly stylized form of comedy that became known as 
the sitcom. As each of these media achieved production and 
distribution on an industrial scale, we saw the emergence of 
20th-century mass media: newspapers, magazines, movies, 
music, TV. And with that, there was no role left for the 
consumer except to consume. Then, just as we’d gotten used 
to consuming sequential narratives in a carefully prescribed, 
point-by-point fashion, came the internet. The internet is 
the first medium that can act like all media – it can be text, 
or audio or video, or all of the above. It’s nonlinear, thanks 
to the world wide web and the revolutionary convention 
of hyperlinking. It’s inherently participatory – not just 
interactive, in the sense that it responds to your commands, 
but an instigator constantly encouraging you to comment, to 
contribute, to join in. And it is immersive – meaning that you 
can use it to drill down as deeply as you like about anything 
you want to know about. 

So powerful is our impulse to detect story patterns that we 
see them even when theyʼre not there. At first, like film and 
television in their earliest days, the internet served mainly as 
a way of retransmitting familiar formats. For all the talk of 
“new media,” it functioned as little more than a new delivery 
mechanism for old media: newspapers, magazines, music. 

So powerful is our impulse to detect story patterns that we 
see them even when theyʼre not there. At first, like film and 
television in their earliest days, the internet served mainly as 
a way of retransmitting familiar formats. For all the talk of 
“new media,” it functioned as little more than a new delivery 
mechanism for old media: newspapers, magazines, music. 
The emergence of P2P file-sharing networks encouraged a 
lot of people to get their deliveries for free. But as disruptive 
as the net has been to media businesses, it’s only now having 
an impact on media forms. Under its influence, a new type of 
narrative is emerging, one that’s told through many media 
at once in a way that’s nonlinear, participatory and above 
all, immersive. This is “deep media”: stories that take you 
deeper than an hour-long TV drama or a two-hour movie or a 
30-second spot will permit.

People want to be immersed. They want to get involved in a 
story, to carve out a role for themselves, to make it their own. 
But how is the author supposed to accommodate them? What if 
the audience runs away with the story? And how do we handle 
the blur – not just between fiction and fact, but between author 
and audience, entertainment and advertising, story and game? 
A lot of smart people – in film, in television, in videogames, in 
advertising, in technology, even in neuroscience – are trying to 
sort these questions out.





2
8 Report OUT Volume 4

Storytelling in Teaching and Learning
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Once upon a time, in a land far, far, away, teachers told 
tantalizing, creative stories that helped the novice mind learn 
and apply challenging concepts in various domains. These 
stories ignited a light that formed lasting memories so that 
they could be applied to solve everyday problems, ensure 
survival, and passed on to other generations.

Stories are not just for literary narratives, but can be used to 
illustrate even the most complex and abstract concepts (e.g., 
math and science). According to Bruner (1986), “[Narrative] 
deals in human or human-like intention and action and the 
vicissitudes and consequences that mark their course. It strives 
to put its timeless miracles into the particulars of experience 
and to locate the experience in time and place.” Stories 
engage our thinking, emotions, and imagination all at once. As 
listeners, we participate in the story with both mind and body 
as we enter the narrative world and react to it. Storytelling is 
a human art form that teaches about the human experience. 
As such, even subjects like math and science are not outside 
the world of human experience or the art of storytelling; they 
are woven into the fabric of our lives in ways we may not be 
aware of. Stories help teachers reach novices in ways dry, rote, 
deductive strategies cannot. They bring disparate information 
to life in a meaningful and connected way.
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Stories can serve several functions in the sequence of your 
lesson/s. They can serve as a means to:

Make the subject accessible to students
Stories can be used to explain and illustrate abstract ideas or 
concepts in a way that makes them accessible and attainable. 
Stories bring facts to life, make the abstract concrete, and, 
through meaning-making, walk the listener through the mind 
of the scientist or mathematician (Ellis, 2005) to understand 
the value and application of such concepts. Wells (1986) 
argued that storytelling is a fundamental means of meaning-
making. Teachers are experts in their field and, as a result, 
are accustomed to using sophisticated language that can 
intimidate and overload a novice. Storytelling breaks down 
the communication barriers between experts and novices, and 
forms an accessible bridge for both to meet intellectually.

Gain the attention of novices
Stories are a way to settle the minds of students and focus 
their attention in the beginning of your sequence of instruction. 
They can be objects to think with (Papert, 2000) as the 
sequence logically connects one object to the next.

Build stronger schema and memory, making knowledge 
easier to recover
In a study by Banister and Ryan (2001), children remembered 
abstract science ideas more effectively when taught in a 
story format. Remembering isolated and disconnected facts 
and concepts is more difficult than It is easier to recall this 
type of content in a story, rather than remember isolated and 
disconnected facts and concepts, because the information is 
presented in a coherent and connected way.

Assimilate new ideas and build a path to understanding
Using stories as a way to provide students with their first 
exposure to complex or abstract concepts can help assimilate 
the new information and build a strong path toward 
understanding the continuation of learning events that build 
upon these blocks (Wells, 1986).

Reduce resistance or anxiety to learning
Presenting instructional content in the form of a story can 
help students overcome intimidation of complex, abstract 
concepts. Stories can be a non-threatening way of presenting 
the information to students.

Storytelling is just one device in the instructional toolbox 
that can be part of a larger sequence of instruction that uses 
varied approaches within the sequence. It should not be used 
as the only method of instruction, but part of a larger ecology 
in the learning trajectory. Storytelling can provide variety 
in the learning experience and enhance the “chalk and talk” 
approach. It can be used in the very beginning of the sequence 
as a way to gain the attention of the learner, in the middle of 
the sequence when introducing a complex concept, and at the 
end of a sequence as a way to summarize information.

It is recommended that you perform some analysis before 
you decide which aspect of your instruction to make into a 
story. If you notice while teaching that students start to look at 
you with glassy, tired eyes, or are browsing the internet, you 
might want to consider changing this part of your sequence to a 
different method such as storytelling. 
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If you notice that there are certain concepts that students 
routinely score incorrectly on your quizzes or exams, consider 
addressing these misconceptions with a different method such 
as storytelling.

Types of Stories

Cases to demonstrate complex issues in the 
field of bioethics 
Case studies are stories used as a teaching tool to demonstrate 
concepts in real situations. Case studies situate the knowledge 
and skills to be assimilated in a specific context so that 
meaning-making can occur. Using a case to introduce concepts 
of statistics allows for a narrative thread to weave the 
disparate concepts together.

Real life cases were used in the production of videos for 
Dr. Arthur Caplan’s course, Introduction to Bioethics at 
NYU. As Dr. Caplan was interviewed about certain topics in 
bioethics, real life cases were woven into the videos to 
illustrate complex ethical issues. After watching the video, 
students were prompted to respond to self-reflection questions. 

A case study to thread various concepts in statistics
A case study strategy was employed in the Wagner Online 
Resource in Statistics project to introduce concepts in 
statistics, and allow students to assimilate concepts in the 
context of the case. Statistics are a set of mathematical tools 
that use data or information to answer questions. 
To better understand the types of questions using statistics we 
introduced the case: Understanding the Impact of New York 
City’s Small Schools of Choice. This case was the thread that 

strung together the “pearls” of statistical knowledge into a 
cohesive narrative.

Fables and parables for teaching concepts in statistics
Fables are succinct fictional stories that feature animals, 
inanimate objects, non-humans, or others that are 
anthropomorphized and that demonstrate some kind lesson. 
Parables are succinct fictional stories that feature humans 
exclusively and that demonstrate some kind lesson.
Fables and parables (animations) are currently used in Dr. 
Elizabeth Bauer’s undergraduate course in statistics at NYU. 

Parables for teaching concepts in calculus
Parables are succinct fictional stories that feature humans 
exclusively and that demonstrate some kind lesson. Parables 
were used in Dr. Selin Kalaycioglu’s undergraduate course in 
Calculus I to introduce calculus concepts before moving on to 
more procedural knowledge. 

Focus on one main concept at a time
Keep it simple! When you begin to compose a storyline, it is 
important to focus on just one main concept at a time. You don’t 
need to convey all of the information you would in class or in a 
text, but must isolate the key points you want the students to 
remember. What is the most important point for your students 
to walk away with? Let’s say you are trying to help students 
understand the concept of positive correlations. Your tale must 
focus on, and only on,  positive correlations. Think through 
what the message is, that the concept actually needs to convey. 
Write out the message and keep it simple.



Report OUT12 Volume 4

Plan with a script
It is recommended that you have a script; if not word for word, 
then at the very least with a detailed and strong outline.
Some key things to remember before you dive in are:
Accuracy – check your facts. Even if you know your content 
intimately, double-check dates, locations, and facts in general. 
Is your data up to date? And if you do use data, be mindful that it 
should not be too time sensitive if you want your video to have a 
lifespan.
Length – Research and our own anecdotal experiences show 
that attention spans are short. We try to keep our videos/
animations under seven minutes or, even better, under four.  You 
don’t need to pack all the information into your video. It’s one 
story. Your other content can be presented in the form of 
readings, other kinds of videos, text & graphics, and student 
focused activities.
Audience – Is your story for undergraduates? Graduates? 
Professional students? Do they have context for the story, and is 
the jargon familiar to them? Are they global? If you’re mentioning 
a geographic location in the United States, is that a town or city 
known by students in Abu Dhabi? Be sure you are speaking 
globally–both geographically and culturally.

Analyze the content and set goals
To begin, look at your own content as it currently exists. 
Your lectures in person may be an hour and a half long, and they 
probably contain several different modalities of teaching. 
Many people begin with the assumption that they will record all 
of their lectures as they currently exist, but video and animation 
cannot replace lecture. It has real limits that need to be accounted 
for, such as: 

• It is linear
• It moves at its own pace, not the students’ pace
• It is not interactive
• The video frame cannot hold dense graphs, diagrams,  

 or text well

Think about the full structure of your lesson, and the full toolset 
of technologies you have available. We find that the biggest 
determinant of whether a video or animation is successful or not 
happens when you select what content you will record in the first 
place, before you ever record or script.
Telling good stories means having good stories, and most of 
us have good stories within our lectures, even if the lecture 
as a whole doesn’t fit that structure. Look for the following: 
anecdotes, historical narratives, case studies, allegories, 
thought experiments– these are all great places to start. Don’t 
underestimate the importance of personally relating to a story. If 
there is something in your work or research that moves you, it’s 
all the more likely that it will move your students.
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Open with a hook
It is important to open your story with a hook that catches the 
attention of your audience. A hook is an interesting incident, 
question, or problem that encourages the students to keep 
listening. For example, if you are teaching the concept of positive 
correlations, start your story with an incident, mystery, or 
problem that the story will eventually solve.

Make your main characters likeable and relatable
Your main characters need to be relatable to your students to 
the point that your students care about them. In some cases, if 
you are scripting a fable or allegory, the characters do not have 
to be real people or even human. They can be animals, aliens, or 
inanimate objects. However, they must feel real in the sense that 
they have strengths and weaknesses like everyone else.  

Develop a theme, setting, & well-defined characters
What is the theme of your story? Where does it take place? 
Who is the main person or character in the story? Who are the 
supporting characters?

Start with the end and work backwards
Know where the end is from the start so that you resist going 
down rabbit holes that confuse or distract the listener from 
the central theme or message. Create a timeline by working 
backwards from the end, what comes right before the end, and so 
on. Keep working backwards until you arrive at the beginning of 
your story.

Transition to the middle
From your hook, transition to address the question or problem 
stated in the hook. Develop the central theme, characters, and 
setting that leads the listener/viewer down the path towards a 
resolution.

Bring the message home with an “Aha!” moment
Make your ending the “Aha!” moment that brings home the 
central theme of your story. The ending should allude to the truth, 
moral of the story, resolution, or big meaning.

Be comfortable with creating drafts and storyboards
Start with a draft of your story to get all the points down that you 
need to cover. Then put the story down, walk away, and pick it up 
again in a day or two. When you pick up the story again, read it 
for clarity and coherence. Rework the story to develop the theme, 
details, and flow. Make sure there is a beginning, middle, and end 
with a clear arc to the story.

Consider the use of visuals and movement
Sometimes you can carry your story without any visuals at all and 
rely completely on the audience to use their imagination. In other 
cases, visuals are essential to understanding and driving home 
the message. Visuals can take the form of photographs, drawings, 
or animations. Visuals, especially animated ones, can help bring 
the story to life. You can develop drawings, or use your body to 
enact the story or develop drawings. This will help keep attention 
focused on the message you are communicating.
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If you’re using images, you don’t need to explain each image. 
Similarly, images can replace words. In fact, some of the most 
effective images are shot outside of the studio or classroom. We 
encourage you to think about getting out into the field, into the 
city to show your students samples of your story, or to interview 
other experts.

You don’t have to be an artist to create visuals to accompany your 
story, but if you don’t feel comfortable doing the visuals, see if 
you can find a motion graphic artist or graphic artist to help you 
storyboard and build out your story. Students in the visual arts 
can be very helpful in this area and they are eager to build out 
their portfolio with real work. Put your story into a three-column 
script (see example) and develop the visuals, or work with your 
visual artist. The storyboard process will help refine the story 
further.

If you do fully script, remember that writing for the screen is 
more succinct and conversational. I suggest listening to how a 
story is told on NPR or your favorite podcast. Pay attention to 
pace and sound as well.
Invite interaction & align with your learning objectives

• Here are some strategies:
• Follow up with questions and discussion prompts after   

 your story.
• Ask students to retell the story in a one-minute paper.
• Ask students to solve new problems (demonstrate  

 learning and transference).
• Have your students create their own stories about the  

 concepts they are learning.
• Employ good principles of media design
• Don’t visual detail that confuses the learner.

• Keep a pace with audio and visuals that allows the l 
 earner to process the message.

• Don’t use music and audio narration at the same time.
• Don’t use text and narration at the same time.
• Use techniques such as zooms and pans appropriately.
• Edit, edit, edit.

Feedback and revisions
Once you’ve completed a draft of your script and you’re pleased 
with it, show it to a colleague – someone who is familiar with 
the content or better yet, someone who is a novice and might 
be more apt to read it as one of your students would. Find out 
if there are any areas of confusion, and if the story is conveying 
what you intend. Be mindful of the voice in which you’re 
writing; again, the screen requires a more conversational tone 
than the page. Don’t assume all terminology is clear to your 
audience.

How will you know that the strategy of storytelling worked? It is 
important to gather both qualitative and quantitative data to help 
you determine the effective use of the strategy.

Did the story achieve your instructional goals? (e.g., did it gain 
the attention of your students? Did your students enjoy the story? 
Was it clear to them? Could they recall facts about the story? Did 
they learn the concept? Could they apply the concept?)



Report OUT15 Volume 4



3
Report OUT16 Volume 4

From Bedtime to the Boardroom: Why Storytelling 
Matters in Business  
By Alina Tugend
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This story appears in the 
April 2015 issue of Entrepreneur.

It’s one of the biggest buzzwords in business—storytelling—
and it’s how savvy companies are satisfying the public’s 
never-ending hunger for content. With compelling characters, 
relatable plots, and, most important, authenticity, these 
innovators are connecting with consumers, colleagues, and 
investors on an emotional level. 

“What is a story?” Andrew Linderman asks a group of 
students, most in their 20s and 30s. They are gathered in a 
Manhattan classroom for “Storytelling for Entrepreneurs,” a 
lesson in how to better pitch themselves and their products.   

One student offers a complex definition straight out of a 
comparative literature class. Linderman, founder of The Story 
Source, a New York-based coaching and consulting company, 
shakes his head. Another student raises his hand hesitantly.   

“It has a beginning, middle, and end,” he offers.   

“Yes!” Linderman says enthusiastically, writing it on the board.   

For the next few hours, each student digs deep to figure out 
how to create a story related to their business, with characters, 
a setting, a problem, a climactic moment, and a resolution. 
Then they work on telling it all in just three minutes.

Linderman’s class is one of many that teaches an ancient art 
in a new way by applying it to a business setting. His students 
learn that if they want to sell their startups, they need to know 
how to project themselves and their products in a way that is 
both engaging and effective-not an easy task. 
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“We keep rediscovering and have to remind ourselves of 
the power of stories in a business context,” says Keith 
Quesenberry, a lecturer at the Center for Leadership 
Education at Johns Hopkins University. “We love stories. 
PowerPoint ruined that. Bullet points are not a story.”

Storytelling’s rise as the buzzword of the business world 
mirrors the increasing popularity of programs such as “Serial,” 
the free, 12-part, weekly podcast about a real-life 1999 murder. 
It was downloaded a whopping 40 million times, less than three 
months after its debut last October. The program was the 
subject of endless tweets, Reddit analyses, news stories, and 
parodies. Listeners clamoring for more quickly donated enough 
cash to Chicago Public Media to produce a second season.

On another note, look at the rise of crowdfunding sites like 
Kickstarter. What are they, really, but a forum for telling 
stories as a way to convince people to give money?

That being said, storytelling should be seen as more than just 
a sales tool. Businesses can use stories to get clients to better 
understand the company’s work, to connect employees to one 
another and to management, and to give a voice to those who 
don’t otherwise have one. 

Everything is a story. That doesn’t mean, however, that 
everything is a good story. For example, many people can 
cook, but there’s a difference between slapping together a 
grilled cheese sandwich and finessing a five-star meal. And, 
like cooking, effective stories have recipes—or formulas—but 
shouldn’t be formulaic. It’s tricky. 

Paul J. Zak, a professor of economics, psychology, and 
management at Claremont Graduate University, has been 
studying the reasons those nuances can cause extreme 
reactions in the listener, changing attitudes, opinions, 
and behaviors. One of the keys, he says, is oxytocin, a 
neurochemical that is produced by the brain. It has been called 
“the love hormone” because it is thought to bolster trust and 
empathy. When the brain synthesizes oxytocin, people tend to 
be more generous, charitable, and compassionate.

One of Zak’s experiments aimed to test reactions to stories 
that attempt to motivate positive behavioral change. 
Participants were shown 16 public service announcements 
from charitable organizations that anecdotally illustrated the 
dangers of drinking, using drugs, or texting while driving. 
When people were given synthetic oxytocin, they donated up to 
57 percent more money to the charities promoted in the videos 
than those who were given a placebo. More important, Zak 
says, those participants said they were less likely to engage in 
the dangerous behaviors shown in the ads.

In another experiment, participants had blood samples 
taken before and after watching videos of character-driven 
stories tied to charitable organizations; those who showed an
 increase in oxytocin tended to donate more money than 
those who didn’t.

“Attention is such a scarce resource,” Zak says. “You need to 
grab someone within the first 15 seconds. People have to care 
about what’s going on; stories need to be of human scale. For 
instance, ‘Jane Smith was a customer of ours for the past 20 
years. Last year she left us.’ That’s a good opening.”

Report OUT Volume 4Report OUT
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Indeed, as most of us learned in middle school, stories need a 
dramatic arc, starting with setting the scene, building action, 
some sort of conflict or tension and, finally, a resolution. 
That’s true for any narrative, from a Russian novel to a three-
minute pitch. 

Within that beginning, middle, and end, a storyteller must 
be specific, honest, and personal. “It’s about connecting,” 
Linderman says. “You need to be vulnerable and connect to 
the vulnerability of others.”

One way large companies are using storytelling is in getting 
staffers to understand the roles of co-workers in other 
departments. Storytelling can also help prospective clients 
understand what a company does, or convince them why the 
business is superior to its competitors. 

Kevin Allison, founder of New York’s The Story Studio and 
host of Risk!, a live stage show and podcast of “true tales, 
boldly told,” tells of a workshop he conducted for an agency 
that creates software for doctors.

“They wanted to communicate, in a very human way, the 
technical process that doctors might not understand,” he says. 
“I worked with them for four to five hours sharing stories 
and then brainstormed with them about the most emotional, 
heartfelt, and frustrating moments in their careers, to the 
point where they could say, ‘Ah, this is what I can pull out to 
convince potential clients we’re not just another tech agency.’”

One woman told of a client, a warm and personable doctor, 
who was having difficulty with the software. “She spent a 
weekend walking him through the software, and he phoned 
her saying she had really made his life easier,” Allison says. 
“Tragically, the doctor was killed in a car accident a week after 
that. So, the fact that he called meant so much—she’ll always 
remember that. The story brought tears to the eyes of a lot of 
people in the room.”

Storytelling can be an especially effective tactic for 
philanthropic organizations. Brett Davidson, director of the 
Health Media Initiative at the Open Society Foundations, 
a nonprofit that focuses on public health and human rights 
around the world, has used Narativ trainers. “People we work 
with are used to telling one particular story about themselves,” 
he says. “Narativ helped us realize that people have many 
stories. It can help break down stereotypes.”

It all begs the question: is storytelling just another fashionable 
business trend? “It does seem like it’s been a bit of a fad 
in the last couple of years,” Davidson says, although he 
believes it’s one that could last. “But it has to be approached 
in a meaningful way. People can’t feel like they’re being 
manipulated. It has to be honest.”
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Storytelling That Moves People 
by Bronwyn Fryer 
Harvard Business Review.  
 
“If you can harness imagination and the principles of a  
well-told story, then you get people rising to their feet amid 
thunderous applause instead of yawning and ignoring you.” 
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Persuasion is the centerpiece of business activity. Customers 
must be convinced to buy your company’s products or services, 
employees and colleagues to go along with a new strategic 
plan or reorganization, investors to buy (or not to sell) your 
stock, and partners to sign the next deal. But despite the 
critical importance of persuasion, most executives struggle 
to communicate, let alone inspire. Too often, they get lost 
in the accoutrements of companyspeak: PowerPoint slides, 
dry memos, and hyperbolic missives from the corporate 
communications department. Even the most carefully 
researched and considered efforts are routinely greeted with 
cynicism, lassitude, or outright dismissal.

Why is persuasion so difficult, and what can you do to set 
people on fire? In search of answers to those questions, HBR 
senior editor Bronwyn Fryer paid a visit to Robert McKee, 
the world’s best known and most respected screenwriting 
lecturer, at his home in Los Angeles. An award-winning writer 
and director, McKee moved to California after studying for 
his Ph.D. in cinema arts at the University of Michigan. He 
then taught at the University of Southern California’s School 
of Cinema and Television before forming his own company, 
Two-Arts, to take his lectures on the art of storytelling 
worldwide to an audience of writers, directors, producers, 
actors, and entertainment executives. McKee’s students have 
written, directed, and produced hundreds of hit films, including 
Forrest Gump, Erin Brockovich, The Color Purple, Gandhi, 
Monty Python and the Holy Grail, Sleepless in Seattle, Toy 
Story, and Nixon. They have won 18 Academy Awards, 109 
Emmy Awards, 19 Writers Guild Awards, and 16 Directors 
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Guild of America Awards. Emmy Award winner Brian Cox 
portrays McKee in the 2002 film Adaptation, which follows 
the life of a screenwriter trying to adapt the book The Orchid 
Thief. McKee also serves as a project consultant to film and 
television production  companies such as Disney, Pixar, and 
Paramount as well as major corporations, including Microsoft, 
which regularly send their entire creative staffs to his lectures. 
McKee believes that executives can engage listeners on a whole 
new level if they toss their PowerPoint slides and learn to tell 
good stories instead. In his best-selling book Story: Substance, 
Structure, Style, and the Principles of Screenwriting, published 
in 1997 by Harper-Collins, McKee argues that stories “fulfill 
a profound human need to grasp the patterns of living—not 
merely as an intellectual exercise, but within a very personal, 
emotional experience.

Why should a CEO or a manager pay attention to a 
screenwriter?
A big part of a CEO’s job is to motivate people to reach certain 
goals. To do that, he or she must
engage their emotions, and the key to their hearts is story. 
There are two ways to persuade people. The first is by using 
conventional rhetoric, which is what most executives are 
trained in. It’s an intellectual process, and in the business 
world it usually consists of a PowerPoint slide presentation in 
which you say, “Here is our company’s biggest challenge, and 
here is what we need to do to prosper.” And you build your
 case by giving statistics and facts and quotes from authorities. 
But there are two problems with rhetoric. First, the people 
you’re talking to have their own set of authorities, statistics, 
and experiences. While you’re trying to persuade them, 

they are arguing with you in their heads. Second, if you 
do succeed in persuading them, you’ve done so only on an 
intellectual basis. That’s not good enough, because people 
are not inspired to act by reason alone. The other way to 
persuade people—and ultimately a much more powerful 
way—is by uniting an idea with an emotion. The best way to 
do that is by telling a compelling story. In a story, you not 
only weave a lot of information into the telling but you also 
arouse your listener’s emotions and energy. Persuading with 
a story is hard. Any intelligent person can sit down and make 
lists. It takes rationality but little creativity to design an 
argument using conventional rhetoric. But it demands vivid 
insight and storytelling skill to present an idea that packs 
enough emotional power to be memorable. If you can harness 
imagination and the principles of a well-told story, then you
 get people rising to their feet amid thunderous applause 
instead of yawning and ignoring you.

So What is a story?
Essentially, a story expresses how and why life changes. 
It begins with a situation in which life is relatively in balance: 
You come to work day after day, week after week, and 
everything’s fine. You expect it will go on that way. But then 
there’s an event—in screenwriting, we call it the “inciting 
incident”—that throws life out of balance. You get a new job, or 
the boss dies of a heart attack, or a big customer threatens to 
leave. The story goes on to describe how, in an effort to restore 
balance, the protagonist’s subjective expectations crash into 
an uncooperative objective reality. A good storyteller describes 
what it’s like to deal with these opposing forces, calling on the 
protagonist to dig deeper, work with scarce resources, make 
difficult decisions, take action despite risks, and ultimately 
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discover the truth. All great storytellers since the dawn of 
time—from the ancient Greeks through Shakespeare and up 
to the present day—have dealt with this fundamental conflict 
between subjective expectation and cruel reality. How would an 
executive learn to tell stories? 

Stories have been implanted in you thousands of times since 
your mother took you on her knee. You’ve read good books, 
seen movies, attended plays. What’s more, human beings 
naturally want to work through stories. Cognitive psychologists 
describe how the human mind, in its attempt to understand 
and remember, assembles the bits and pieces of experience 
into a story, beginning with a personal desire, a life objective, 
and then portraying the struggle against the forces that 
block that desire. Stories are how we remember; we tend to 
forget lists and bullet points. Businesspeople not only have to 
understand their companies’ past, but then they must project 
the future. And how do you imagine the future? As a story. You 
create scenarios in your head of possible future events to try 
to anticipate the life of your company or your own personal 
life. So, if a businessperson understands that his or her own 
mind naturally wants to frame experience in a story, the key to 
moving an audience is not to resist this impulse but to embrace 
it by telling a good story.

What makes a good story?
You emphatically do not want to tell a beginning-to-end tale 
describing how results meet expectations. This is boring and 
banal. Instead, you want to display the struggle between
expectation and reality in all its nastiness. For example, let’s 
imagine the story of a biotech start-up we’ll call Chemcorp, 
whose CEO has to persuade some Wall Street bankers to 

invest in the company. He could tell them that Chemcorp has 
discovered a chemical compound that prevents heart attacks 
and offer up a lot of slides showing them the size of the market, 
the business plan, the organizational chart, and so on. The 
bankers would nod politely and stifle yawns while thinking 
of all the other companies better positioned in Chemcorp’s 
market. Alternatively, the CEO could turn his pitch into a story, 
beginning with someone close to him—say, his father—who 
died of a heart attack. So nature itself is the first antagonist 
that the CEO-asprotagonist must overcome. The story might 
unfold like this: In his grief, he realizes that if there had been 
some chemical indication of heart disease, his father’s death 
could have been prevented. His company discovers a protein 
that’s present in the blood just before heart attacks and 
develops an easy-to-administer, low-cost test. But now it faces a 
new antagonist: the FDA. The approval process is fraught with 
risks and dangers. The FDA turns down the first application, 
but new research reveals that the test performs even better 
than anyone had expected, so the agency approves a second 
application. Meanwhile, Chemcorp is running out of money, 
and a key partner drops out and goes off to start his own 
company. Now Chemcorp is in a fight-to-the-finish patent race. 
This accumulation of antagonists creates great suspense. The 
protagonist has raised the idea in the bankers’ heads that the 
story might not have a happy ending. By now, he has them on 
the edges of their seats, and he says, “We won the race, we got 
the patent, we’re poised to go public and save a quarter-million 
lives a year.” And the bankers just throw money at him.

Report OUT Volume 4
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Aren’t you really talking about exaggeration and manipulation?

No. Although businesspeople are often suspicious of stories 
for the reasons you suggest, the fact is that statistics are used 
to tell lies and damn lies, while accounting reports are often 
BS in a ball gown—witness Enron and WorldCom. When 
people ask me to help them turn their presentations into 
stories, I begin by asking questions. I kind of psychoanalyze 
their companies, and amazing dramas pour out. But most 
companies and executives sweep the dirty laundry, the 
difficulties, the antagonists, and the struggle under the carpet. 
They prefer to present a rosy—and boring—picture to the 
world. But as a storyteller, you want to position the problems in 
the foreground and then show how you’ve overcome them. 

When you tell the story of your struggles against 
real antagonists, your audience sees you as an exciting, 
dynamic person. And I know that the storytelling method 
works, because after I consulted with a dozen corporations 
whose principals told exciting stories to Wall Street, they 
all got their money. 

What’s wrong with painting a positive picture? It doesn’t ring 
true. You can send out a press release talking about increased 
sales and a bright future, but your audience knows it’s never 
that easy. They know you’re not spotless; they know your 
competitor doesn’t wear a black hat. They know you’ve slanted 
your statement to make your company look good. Positive, 
hypothetical pictures and boilerplate press releases actually 
work against you because they foment distrust among the 
people you’re trying to convince. I suspect that most CEOs do 
not believe their own spin doctors—and if they don’t believe 
the hype, why should the public? The great irony of existence is 
that what makes life worth living does not come from the rosy 
side. We would all rather be lotus-eaters, but life will not allow 
it. The energy to live comes from the dark side. It comes from 
everything that makes us suffer. As we struggle against these 
negative powers, we’re forced to live more deeply, more fully. 
So acknowledging this dark side makes you more convincing? 

Of course. Because you’re more truthful. One of the 
principles of good storytelling is the understanding that we all 
live in dread. Fear is when you don’t know what’s going 
to happen. 

“If you can harness imagination 
and the principles of a well-
told story, then you get people 
rising to their feet amid 
thunderous applause instead of  
yawning and ignoring you.”
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Dread is when you know what’s going to happen and there’s 
nothing you can do to stop it. Death is the great dread; we all 
live in an ever shrinking shadow of time, and between now and 
then all kinds of bad things could happen.

Most of us repress this dread. We get rid of it by inflicting 
it on other people through sarcasm, cheating, abuse, 
indifference—cruelties great and small. We all commit 
those little evils that relieve the pressure and make us feel 
better. Then we rationalize our bad behavior and convince 
ourselves we’re good people. Institutions do the same thing: 
They deny the existence of the negative while inflicting their 
dread on other institutions or their employees. If you’re 
a realist, you know that this is human nature; in fact, you 
realize that this behavior is the foundation of all nature. The 
imperative in nature is to follow the golden rule of survival: 
Do unto others what they do unto you. In nature, if you offer 
cooperation and get cooperation back, you get along. But if 
you offer cooperation and get antagonism back, then you give 
antagonism in return—in spades. Ever since human beings sat 
around the fire in caves, we’ve told stories to help us deal with 
the dread of life and the struggle to survive. All great stories 
illuminate the dark side. I’m not talking about so-called “pure” 
evil, because there is no such thing. We are all evil and good, 
and these sides do continual battle. Kenneth Lay says wiping 
out people’s jobs and life savings was unintentional. Hannibal 
Lecter is witty, charming, and brilliant, and he eats people’s 
livers. Audiences appreciate the truthfulness of a storyteller 
who acknowledges the dark side of human beings and deals 
honestly with antagonistic events. The story engenders a 
positive but realistic energy in the people who hear it. 

Does this mean you have to be a pessimist?
It’s not a question of whether you’re optimistic or pessimistic. 
It seems to me that the civilized human being is a skeptic—
someone who believes nothing at face value. Skepticism is 
another principle of the storyteller. The skeptic understands 
the difference between text and subtext and always seeks 
what’s really going on. The skeptic hunts for the truth beneath 
the surface of life, knowing that the real thoughts and feelings 
of institutions or individuals are unconscious and unexpressed. 
The skeptic is always looking behind the mask. Street kids, 
for example, with their tattoos, piercings, chains, and leather, 
wear amazing masks, but the skeptic knows the mask is only 
a persona. Inside anyone working that hard to look fierce is 
a marshmallow. Genuinely hard people make no effort. So, a 
story that embraces darkness produces a positive energy in 
listeners? Absolutely. We follow people in whom we believe. 
The best leaders I’ve dealt with—producers and directors—
have come to terms with dark reality. Instead of communicating 
via spin doctors, they lead their actors and crews through the 
antagonism of a world in which the odds of getting the film 
made, distributed, and sold to millions of moviegoers are a 
thousand to one. They appreciate that the people who work 
for them love the work and live for the small triumphs that 
contribute to the final triumph. 
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CEOs, likewise, have to sit at the head of the table or in front 
of the microphone and navigate their companies through the 
storms of bad economies and tough competition. If you look 
your audience in the eye, lay out your really scary challenges, 
and say, “We’ll be lucky as hell if we get through this, but 
here’s what I think we should do,” they will listen to you. 
To get people behind you, you can tell a truthful story. 
The story of General Electric is wonderful and has nothing to 
do with Jack Welch’s cult of celebrity. If you have a grand view 
of life, you can see it on all its complex levels and celebrate it in 
a story. A great CEO is someone who has come to terms with 
his or her own mortality and, as a result, has compassion for 
others. This compassion is expressed in stories. Take the love 
of work, for example. Years ago, when I was in graduate school, 
I worked as an insurance fraud investigator. The claimant 
in one case was an immigrant who’d suffered a terrible head 
injury on a carmaker’s assembly line. He’d been the fastest 
window assembler on the line and took great pride in his work. 
When I spoke to him, he was waiting to have a titanium plate 
inserted into his head. The man had been grievously injured, 
but the company thought he was a fraud. In spite of that, he 
remained incredibly dedicated. All he wanted was to get back 
to work. He knew the value of work, no matter how repetitive. 

He took pride in it and even in the company that had falsely 
accused him. How wonderful it would have been for the CEO 
of that car company to tell the tale of how his managers 
recognized the falseness of their accusation and then rewarded 
the employee for his dedication. The company, in turn, would 
have been rewarded with redoubled effort from all the 
employees who heard that story. 

How do storytellers discover and unearth the stories that 
want to be told? 
The storyteller discovers a story by asking certain key 
questions. First, what does my protagonist want in order to 
restore balance in his or her life? Desire is the blood of a story. 
Desire is not a shopping list but a core need that, if satisfied, 
would stop the story in its tracks. Next, what is keeping my 
protagonist from achieving his or her desire? Forces within? 
Doubt? Fear? Confusion? Personal conflicts with friends, 
family, lovers? Social conflicts arising in the various institutions 
in society? Physical conflicts? The forces of Mother Nature? 
Lethal diseases in the air? Not enough time to get things 
done? The damned automobile that won’t start? 
Antagonists come from people, society, time, space, and 
every object in it, or any combination of these forces at once. 
Then, how would my protagonist decide to act in order to 
achieve his or her desire in the face of these antagonistic 
forces? It’s in the answer to that question that storytellers 
discover the truth of their characters, because the heart of a 
human being is revealed in the choices he or she makes 
under pressure. Finally, the storyteller leans back from the 
design of events he or she has created and asks, “Do I believe 
this? Is it neither an exaggeration nor a soft-soaping of the 
struggle? Is this an honest telling, though heaven may fall?” 
Does being a good storyteller make you a good leader? Not 
necessarily, but if you understand the principles of storytelling, 
you probably have a good understanding of yourself and of 
human nature, and that tilts the odds in your favor. I can 
teach the formal principles of stories, but not to a person who 
hasn’t really lived. The art of storytelling takes intelligence, 
but it also demands a life experience that I’ve noted in gifted 
film directors: the pain of childhood. Childhood trauma forces 
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you into a kind of mild schizophrenia that makes you see 
life simultaneously in two ways: First, it’s direct, real-time 
experience, but at the same moment, your brain records it as 
material—material out of which you will create business ideas, 
science, or art. Like a double-edged knife, the creative mind 
cuts to the truth of self and the humanity of others. 
Self-knowledge is the root of all great storytelling. 

A storyteller creates all characters from the self by asking 
the question, “If I were this character in these circumstances, 
what would I do?” The more you understand your own 
humanity, the more you can appreciate the humanity of others 
in all their good-versus-evil struggles. I would argue that the 
great leaders Jim Collins describes are people with enormous 
self-knowledge. They have self-insight and self-respect 
balanced by skepticism. Great storytellers—and, I suspect, 
great leaders—are skeptics who understand their own masks 
aswell as the masks of life, and this understanding makes them 
humble. They see the humanity in others and deal with them 
in a compassionate yet realistic way. That duality makes for a 
wonderful leader

Bronwyn Fryer is a contributing editor to HBR.org. 
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The Moral of the Story 
The Storytelling Animal  
by Jonathan Gottschall 

Book Review: 
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By David Eagleman
New York Times

We love a good story. Narrative is stitched intrinsically into 
the fabric of human psychology. But why? Is it all just fun and 
games, or does storytelling serve a biological function?

These questions animate “The Storytelling Animal,” a jaunty, 
insightful new book by Jonathan Gottschall, who draws from 
disparate corners of history and science to celebrate our 
compulsion to storify everything around us.

There are several surprises about stories. The first is that 
we spend a great deal of time in fictional worlds, whether in 
daydreams, novels, confabulations, or life narratives. When 
all is tallied up, the decades we spend in the realm of fantasy 
outstrip the time we spend in the real world. As Gottschall puts 
it, “Neverland is our evolutionary niche, our special habitat.”

A second surprise: The dominant themes of story aren’t what 
we might assume them to be. Consider the plotlines found in 
children’s playtime, daydreams, and novels. The narratives 
can’t be explained away as escapism to a more blissful reality. 
If that were their purpose, they would contain more pleasure. 
Instead, they’re horrorscapes. They bubble with conflict and 
struggle. The plots are missing all the real-life boring bits, and 
what remains is an unrealistically dense collection of trouble. 
Trouble, Gottschall argues, is the universal grammar of stories.
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The same applies to our nighttime hallucinations. If you’ve ever 
wanted your dreams to come true, let’s hope you don’t mean 
your literal nocturnal dreams. These overflow with discord 
and violence. When researchers pick apart the hours of dream 
content, it turns out dreamland is all about fight or flight.

What do these observations reveal about the function of story? 
First, they give credence to the supposition that story’s job 
is to simulate potential situations. Neuroscience has long 
recognized that emulation of the future is one of the main 
businesses intelligent brains invest in. By learning the rules of 
the world and simulating outcomes in the service of decision 
making, brains can play out events without the risk and 
expense of attempting them physically. As the philosopher Karl 
Popper wrote, simulation of the future allows “our hypotheses 
to die in our stead.” Clever animals don’t want to engage in the 
expensive and potentially fatal game of physically testing every 
action to discover its consequences. That’s what story is good 
for. The production and scrutiny of counterfactuals (colloquially 
known as “what ifs”) is an optimal way to test and refine one’s 
behavior.

But storytelling may run even deeper than that. Remember, in 
“Star Wars,” when Luke Skywalker precisely aims his proton 
torpedoes into the vent shaft of the Death Star? Of course 
you do. It’s memorable because it’s the climax of a grand 
story about good triumphing over evil. (You’d be less likely to 
recall a moment in which a protagonist files her nails while 
discussing her day.) More important, Luke’s scene provides a 
good analogy: It’s not easy to infect the brain of another person 
with an idea; it can be accomplished only by hitting the small 
exposed hole in the system. For the brain, that hole is story-

shaped. As anyone who teaches realizes, most information 
bounces off with little impression and no recollection. Good 
professors and statesmen know the indispensable potency 
of story.

This is not a new observation, but nowadays we have a better 
understanding of why it’s true. Changing the brain requires 
the correct neurotransmitters, and those are especially in 
attendance when a person is curious, is predicting what will 
happen next, and is emotionally engaged. Hence successful 
religious texts are not written as nonfiction arguments or 
bulleted lists of claims. They are stories. Stories about burning 
bushes, whales, sons, lovers, betrayals, and rivalries.

Story not only sticks, it mesmerizes. This is why WWE 
wrestling thrives on fake but exciting plotlines, why there are 
so many hours poured into prefight boxing hype, and why there 
are stirring back stories included in all the profiles of Olympic 
athletes. But not all stories are created equal. Gottschall points 
out that for a story to work, it has to possess a particular 
morality. To capture and influence, it can’t be plagued with 
moral repugnance — involving, say, a sexual love story between 
a mother and her son, or a good guy who becomes crippled 
and a bad guy who profits handsomely. If the narrative doesn’t 
contain the suitable kind of virtue, brains don’t absorb it. 
The story torpedo misses the exposed brain vent. (There are 
exceptions, Gottschall allows, but they only prove the rule.)
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This leads to the suggestion that story’s role is “intensely 
moralistic.” Stories serve the biological function of encouraging 
pro-social behavior. Across cultures, stories instruct a 
version of the following: If we are honest and play by the social 
rules, we reap the rewards of the protagonist; if we break 
the rules, we earn the punishment accorded to the bad guy. 
The theory is that this urge to produce and consume 
moralistic stories is hard-wired into us, and this helps bind 
society together. It’s a group-level adaptation. As such, stories 
are as important as genes. They’re not time wasters; they’re 
evolutionary innovations.

Gottschall highlights this social-¬binding property in the 
stories nations tell about themselves. Full of inaccuracies, these 
are “mostly fiction, not history,” he writes. They accomplish 
the same evolutionary function as religion: defining groups, 
coordinating behavior, and suppressing selfishness in favor of 
cooperation. Our national myths “tell us that not only are we 
the good guys,” Gottschall writes, “but we are the smartest, 
boldest, best guys that ever were.”

Unlike W. H. Auden, who worried that “poetry makes nothing 
happen,” Gottschall, who teaches English at Washington & 
Jefferson College in Pennsylvania, feels certain that fiction can 
change the world. Consider the influence of Wagner’s operas 
on Hitler’s self-vision, or the effect of “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” on 
American opinion and culture. “Research shows that story is 
constantly nibbling and kneading us,” Gottschall writes. “If 
the research is correct, fiction is one of the primary sculpting 
forces of individuals and societies.”

Recent fare like “The Shallows” and “The Dumbest 
Generation” lament our descent into the end of literature. 
But not so fast, Gottschall says: story¬telling is neither dead 
nor dying. As for the -attention-demanding novel? “Rumors of 
its demise are exaggerated to the point of absurdity,” he writes. 
“In the United States alone, a new novel is published every 
hour. Some . . . extend their cultural reach by being turned 
into films.” Beyond books, the strong skeleton of story can be 
discerned clearly in media including video games and scripted 
“reality” television. This is why libraries aren’t likely to go 
away, Gottschall suggests. They may change in character; they 
may even transform into habitats for massively multiplayer 
online role-playing games. But they won’t disappear.

The medium of story is changing, in other words, but not its 
essence. Our inborn thirst for narrative means that story — its 
power, purpose, and relevance — will endure as long as the 
human animal does.

By Jonathan Gottschall
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Persuasive Storytelling with Data Visualization 
 
Storytelling is needed when the insights are hard or challenging 
to understand, when the business impact is high.
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May 29, 2018      
Nick Mannon      
Data Visualization

It was a dark and stormy night…
When Tableau came out with Story functionality, I thought 
to myself, “Why would I need this? My visualizations speak 
for themselves. I let the data do the talking.” I patted myself 
on the back, puffed up my chest, and went on my way. But 
storytelling and data visualizations don’t have to be one or 
the other. In fact, they support one another, strengthening 
insights and driving the action the data is proclaiming. Why did 
I change my mind from “Data Rules! Words drool!”?  I went 
to Domopalooza in March and attended a session led by Brent 
Dykes titled, “Once Upon An Insight: How to tell a better story 
with data.” And, like Rene Zellweger’s character in the movie 
“Jerry Maguire,” he had me at hello. Why? Because he painted 
a very compelling story which showed how to use Data to 
build a persuasive story that ensures the audience grasps the 
insights and takes action.

Why Storytelling is Effective
Studies show that stories are more effective than statistics in 
two ways:
1. Data isn’t as memorable as stories. 5% remember the 
statistics, whereas 63% remember the story.
2. Stories are twice as persuasive than statistics.
Done correctly, stories engage the audience, causing us to use 
more of our brain. When you focus on data, only your left brain 
(the logical side) is engaged. A story will engage both the left 
brain and the right brain (intuitive, thoughtful). In addition, 
stories build a connection to the audience, increasing attention 
and empathy. Ultimately, stories open up the audience to change, 
which is more often than not the goal of your presentation.

Report OUT Volume 4
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Three Elements of Data Visualization Storytelling
Persuasive data visualization storytelling uses three elements:
1. Data
2. Narratives
3. Visuals
Data and Narratives explain. Providing context for your 
data, where it comes from, why its relevant, and what you did 
with it, helps explain to your audience what it is and why it’s 
important.

Data and Visuals enlighten. Data by itself, just numbers, often 
leaves people scratching their heads. But when you create 
a good visualization that clearly shows the data and what it 
means, you get an “Aha!” moment from your audience. They 
have been enlightened!

Narratives and Visuals engage. Clear and concise 
communication along with a good visualization, engages your 
audience. It draws them in and grabs their attention.
The combination of all of these brings change, which, as 
mentioned before, is often the goal of your presentation. 
Brent’s presentation at Domopalooza 2018 provided a simple 
Venn diagram that clearly shows how the three components 
interact:
 

Turning Your Findings into a Story
You’ve spent your time doing analysis and making discoveries, 
now it’s time to put your findings into a story. Like any good 
story, there are four stages:
 
Step One: Set Up
You need to set the hook so that the audience is interested 
in continuing. What is deviating from expectations? What 
opportunity is being overlooked? You want to ensure your 
audience understands there is an issue that needs to be 
addressed, an opportunity to seize. In addition, be sure to 
provide some background and context, explaining the current 
situation.

Example: 
“For the first time in our company’s history, Sales compared 
to the prior month decreased. This happened in both February 
and March of 2018. What happened?”

Step Two: Rising Insights
Show the steps you took in your investigation, the analysis 
performed, findings, and the supporting facts. This builds 
towards and supports the key finding.

Example 
Insight One: “To find out what happened to sales, we dug 
deeper, looking at Sales by Channel, and found that Internet 
Sales showed a significant drop in both February and 
March 2018.”
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Insight Two: “But why did Internet Sales decrease? Looking 
at our web data, we found that customers were still coming to 
our web site, in fact sessions had increased at the same steady 
rate as the past. However, we found Customer Shopping Carts 
were being abandoned at a very high rate starting in February 
2018.”
 
Step Three: Aha Moment
Hit them with the key finding, the main insight. Your audience 
at this point should be saying, “Duh, of course! It’s obvious 
now!” They need to be on your side, wanting to act on the 
insight.

Example:
“Why would customers, who were in the process of 
making a purchase, abandon their carts? This was not 
occurring prior to February 2018. That’s when we discovered 
that approximately 94% of the shopping carts were being 
abandoned due to no inventory being on hand for the products 
in the cart! Customers can’t buy if we don’t have the product
 in stock. That is the cause of our decrease in sales.”
 
Step Four: The Solution
Clearly define the action(s) that needs to be taken. What are 
the next steps?

Example 
“We haven’t seen a decrease in sales, we’ve seen a decrease in 
our ability to stock the products our customers want to buy.”
As such, we recommend the following…
 

If we did the above, our sales through March 2018 would have 
continued our stellar month over month increase, which would 
look like the following:

As you work at creating your story, determining what to put in 
each of the stages, consider the following:
1. Align data to your message. You probably have a lot of 
data and visualizations that support the entire story, but be 
selective. Choose the data that best illustrates and supports the 
point you are trying to make.
2. Identify the right visualization. Refine and rework it so that 
it clearly communicates your intention. The audience should 
be able to look at your visualization and see that it clearly 
reinforces the point you are making.
3. Remove unnecessary noise. If your visualization includes a 
dimension (attribute) that has many possible values, eliminate 
the noise by grouping lower values into an “other” category. 
Avoid using more than five values when possible.
4. Focus on what is important. Use color to highlight what 
matters, and make the issue or opportunity stand out.
5. Main Point: Make sure you have a main point! If your 
audience is supposed to intuit the main point, they may come 
up with something you did not intend, and as such may take no 
action or action that isn’t relevant or needed.



Report OUT36 Volume 4

Consider your Audience
Lastly, make sure you adjust the storytelling to your audience. 
What and how you present your story to one audience could be 
different than what and how you present to another audience. 
Are you presenting to the CEO?  If so, you may want to limit 
the amount of details, allowing you to get to the Aha Moment 
and Solution quicker. But make sure you don’t dilute or dismiss 
the Set Up. You need to have a point and the Set Up helps 
establish the issue or opportunity.

To match the narrative to the audience, assess the following:
• What are their goals and priorities?
• What are their beliefs? Are they likely to agree with your  

 findings and support the solution, or will they need  
 additional information and insights to persuade them  
 to change?

• What are their expectations? Are they expecting good  
 news, bad news, another boring meeting that doesn’t help  
 push the company forward?

• What is their familiarity with the topic? You may need to  
 provide more background, context, and information to  
 help them better understand the issue or opportunity.

• Are they data savvy? If so, you may be able to rely on  
 visualizations more, and less on narrative, since they  
 already have a pension for wanting to see what the data  
 is showing.

• What is their seniority level? As mentioned already, what  
 and how you present to the CEO may be different than  
 what you present to a mid-level manager.

Keep in mind, you don’t always need to tell a story. 
Storytelling is needed when the insights are hard or 
challenging to understand, when the business impact is high. 
If the data is showing something that is unpleasant, disruptive, 
unexpected, complex, costly, or counter intuitive, then you have 
a good candidate for a story. However, if the data is showing 
something that is agreeable, meaning the audience is already 
predisposed to agree with the finding, then it’s a non-story.

Make it a Story with Visualizations
So, the next time you are working with your data and uncover 
important insights, consider communicating your findings, 
proposed solution, and next steps with a story. By adding 
Narrative and Visuals, you’ll have a better chance of engaging 
your audience, drawing them into agreement, and guiding them 
to take the appropriate action. Data will still be the driver, but 
you’ve improved your chances of achieving the desired actions.
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7Connecting Citizens to Data Through Storytelling

The value of data is not determined by the information collected 
but by the story it tells and the actions it empowers.
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Data is often disconnected from the experiences of the average 
citizen, and information published without context may have 
little resonance. As municipalities and government agencies 
embrace open data, officials may want to employ some age-old 
techniques to make the information relevant to constituents. 

As governments embrace open data, officials may want 
to examine a more user-friendly approach to presenting 
information. Over the past decade, municipalities and 
government agencies have made great strides in the open 
data movement, releasing thousands of data sets to the public. 
Simply publishing this information on a website or data portal, 
however, may not be enough. For data to have the most impact, 
it’s essential to turn the lines or data portal, however, may not 
be enough. For data to have the most impact, it’s essential to 
turn the lines and dots on a chart into messages everyone can 
understand and act on.

Data is often disconnected from the shared experiences of 
the average citizen. An agency may collect and publish data on 
a variety of topics, but without context, the information may 
not resonate. How can government CIOs, chief data officers, 
and their teams connect data to their citizens’ shared lives? 
Through a tool deeply tied to human nature: storytelling. 
As with traditional storytelling, data storytelling uses 
information to create a narrative with a beginning, middle, 
and end. Unlike data visualization, in which tables of data are 
compiled in a visual format, data storytelling requires outlining 
the contextual relevance of the data to explain why the 
information matters. Compiling data into a story can involve 
several principles.
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Show, Don’t Tell
The golden rule of storytelling is show, don’t tell. Stories 
are typically more effective if audiences can visualize what’s 
happening, rather than just passively listening to abstract 
information. The same tends to hold for data storytelling. 
Most people process visual data much better than other forms 
of information. Indeed, the human brain reportedly processes 
images 60,000 times faster than text. To tap into the power of 
data, government officials may consider using the power of 
imagery to tell stories. Using data to create maps, charts, and 
other visualizations with narratives around subjects ranging 
from health care to real estate to income distribution can 
pique citizens’ interest in topics they may not have understood 
previously. In Washington, D.C., for instance, the local District 
Mobility website turns information about the area’s multimodal 
transportation system into map-based visual stories. 
The website can show which routes serve the most riders, 
traffic speed variation by day and time, and the punctuality of 
service in different areas. Similarly, DataUSA compiles data 
from U.S. government agencies and attempts to bring it to 
life through a variety of visualizations. Users can search, map, 
compare, and download data sets presented to them through 
easy-to-digest DataUSA stories. Pick a High-Impact Problem 
The best stories resonate because they create a connection with 
an audience on relatable topics. To connect with various groups 
of citizens, it’s important to focus on issues that have a far-
reaching impact on citizens’ lives. 

After Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans city staffers, along with 
a team of Code for America fellows, created a web application 
through which anyone could look up an address and see 
reports about that property. From an app-based interface, 

residents and building inspectors could get information on 
blight reports, inspections, public hearings, and scheduled 
demolitions, among other subjects. The information helped 
communities come together to make decisions about rebuilding 
their neighborhoods. Assembling information for mass data 
sets can be an important tool for officials who are looking for 
factbased rationales as they consider projects and put together 
presentations. Using data to illustrate highimpact problems 
can also highlight areas of unintentional bias or unintended 
consequences from past decisions, informing future plans. 
Explain How Data Drives Decision-Making Another way to 
bring citizens closer to data that matters is to demonstrate how 
it is shaping government decisions that affect their lives. 
Blogs, case studies, and informal town halls can all be effective 
tools for bringing data to life in informal yet informational 
ways. The municipal government of Kansas City, Missouri, for 
instance, has established the KCStat program, which involves 
monthly meetings to track the city’s progress toward its goals. 
Data is used to drive the conversation on a host of issues, from 
public safety to community health to economic development and 
housing. Citizens are invited to the meetings, and information 
is shared on social media to encourage participation and build 
awareness. A city-run blog, Chartland, tells stories based on 
the city’s data, often written by the city’s chief data officer 
and the office of the city manager. Designed to be written in 
plain English, these blogs and other channels are intended to 
be easy to understand, helping to humanize data that can seem 
overwhelming and explaining decision-making that otherwise 
might seem mysterious. Make Storytelling a Two-Way Street 
Giving citizens access to government-collected data sets can 
bring them closer to the information and help them tell stories 
that might otherwise be overlooked. Some cities have created 
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hackathons and open data sessions that give citizens access 
to this data. Such events are generally designed for wide 
participation and often include sessions teaching nontechnical 
users how to work with open data sets. At one Open Data Day 
event in 2017, citizens were invited to hand-draw a postcard to 
tell a data-based story. As they planned the event, organizers 
stipulated that activities should follow a show-and-play model 
that involved a short demonstration and hands-on work rather 
than a static presentation. 

The value of data is not determined by the information 
collected but by the story it tells and the actions it empowers. 
For citizens to truly feel connected to data, the information 
can’t simply be numbers on a page. To gain the full effect of the 
data being collected and presented, officials may be asked to 
consider new formats and platforms.

—by William Eggers, executive director, and Amrita Datar, 
senior consultant, the Deloitte Center for Government 
InsightsRelated Content
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Why Storytelling Is So Important for Successful 
Content Marketing
By Amy Cowen



8  Why are commercials for famous brands like Coca-Cola, 
Johnnie Walker, and Mercedes Benz so successful? Their large 
budgets certainly set a nice foundation for success, but that’s 
not all. If you look at the ads for each of these companies very 
carefully, you’ll notice a universal feature in the most successful 
promotional campaigns: they all tell a story.

People are attracted to stories from an early age. There is 
a reason why parents teach valuable lessons through this 
method; stories are engaging and they capture the attention of 
the listener from the beginning to the very end. This is exactly 
why storytelling is such a powerful content marketing tool. It 
holds the attention of the audience.

Why Storytelling Should Be the Foundation of Every 
Content Marketing Strategy
1. Stories share a real experience. Instead of listing the 
benefits of your products and services with a large piece of 
text, you can inform your audience about the way they will 
benefit from your offer through a story. Everyone wants to 
hear about other people’s experiences before purchasing a 
particular product or service. When you base your content 
marketing efforts on stories, your potential customers will get 
something more than features and facts. They will understand 
why they need your product and they will be ready to take the 
action you suggest.
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2. Storytelling makes you unique. Your products and services 
have unique features, but the thing that will really distinguish 
you from your competitors is your story. You’ve certainly seen 
Coca-Cola’s New Year’s commercials. They’re memorable and 
unique because they look like a fairy tale. When you add an 
unexpected twist to the content you produce, your audience will 
remember your brand and think of it whenever they need the 
services or products you offer.

3. Storytelling adds a human element to your content. 
Customers don’t want to be friends with your business. 
However, when you infuse a human element into your content 
marketing efforts, they will feel like they know the characters. 
They also share the same problems and want the same 
solutions, so your brand becomes an attractive choice when 
they see how other people use it.

4. Stories awaken empathy. If you don’t have a story that 
goes with your brand, then you’re just another business. 
Every marketer should have a goal to develop an emotional 
connection with his or her audience. You want to make people 
feel something, so they will be ready to take action as soon as 
they read one of your texts, watch a video, listen to a podcast, 
or access any other type of content you produce.

5. Storytelling doesn’t sound “salesy.” “Buy this product 
because it’s the best one on the market–plus it’s affordable 
and it has great features.” That statement sounds dry and 
unconvincing, right? Taking a “salesy” approach is the most 
common mistake that marketers make. When you promote 
your brand through a story, you’re not trying to convince 
the audience to buy your products, you’re just sharing an 
experience and leaving the decision to them. Customers will 
be much happier to buy from you when they feel like they are 
the ones making the choice.

How to Master the Art of Storytelling
Consider storytelling as a way to add meaning to the 
information you want to introduce to your audience. All the 
features and advantages of your product are important, so you 
want potential customers to understand them without reading 
factual information in the form of product description. Here 
are a few tips that will help you develop the perfect content 
marketing story:

1. Make it relevant. It’s impossible to think of one story that 
would appeal to every single person on the planet. Instead, 
narrow down your focus to your target audience. What 
problems does your buyer persona face? How can you turn that 
ideal customer into a character of your story? How can you 
present the solution in the most compelling manner? All these 
questions are important in developing a storytelling strategy.
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2. Turn storytelling into a strategic approach. One way to 
incorporate storytelling into your content marketing is to share 
a different experience with every piece of content you produce. 
You can do this by sharing the stories of real users. However, 
for a really unique approach, you need to turn your story into a 
strategy. When the target audience is emotionally connected to 
the characters, you’ll be able to grow that story further.

3. Base your story on the belief system of your audience. When 
you want to convince your target customers that your products 
and services fit into their lifestyle, you need to take their belief 
system into consideration. If, for example, you’re promoting 
an energy drink, you can associate the story with fast driving, 
adventure sports, fitness, and other activities that would fit 
into the lifestyle of this category of customers.
About the Author

Post by: Amy Cowen
Amy Cowen is a content marketing strategist who specializes 
in maximizing the commercial impact of content. She 
manages her own team of content writers at Aussiewriter and 
contributes to different sites and blogs on marketing topics.
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Please submit success  
stories, case studies, innovative 
ideas, as well as questions, 
feedback, gripes, and concerns 
to: reportout@syned.org

www.syned.org

Design: www.facilitybrand.com 
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