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If stories come to you, care for them. And learn to give them away where they are needed. 
Sometimes a person needs a story more than food to stay alive.  
 
—Barry Lopez, in Crow and Weasel  
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Foreword 

This is a book about the craft of storytelling, perhaps the oldest and most compelling activity we 

have as humans. As people, we tell stories for a variety of reasons; my goal with this book is to 

give you the tools necessary to put storytelling to work in your own personal and professional 

life. So without further delay, let's talk for a moment about the extent to which we, as people, 

are storytellers.   

 

250,000 years ago, our ancestors told stories as 

petroglyphs on cave walls, such as the people 

depicted on the stone, at left. The artist had no 

spoken language, but these drawings, as crude as 

they are by modern standards, were capable of 

conveying vast amounts of information, and 

continue to do so across the centuries, since they 

were first glazed onto rock by firelight. I killed that to 

feed my family. I protected my village from that. We 

conquered that to create history. 

 

Now, fast-forward to modern times. Today’s rich and pervasive media take storytelling into a 

new dimension that transcends both time and physical space. We no longer use ash and blood 

and ocher to paint on the walls of caves; instead, we inscribe our messages on the digital walls 

of Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, e-mail messages, and eBooks. Because of high-speed 

networking and dense, efficient digital storage, we can control time, choosing when we want to 

view or hear an electronically-delivered message. And because of the ubiquity of high-speed 

connectivity, space no longer matters—we can access our messages anywhere. Fellow writer 

and colleague Tom Standage is the author of Writing on the Wall—Social Media, The First 2,000 

Years. In it, he produces the argument that social media is an extension of storytelling, a place 

where we can go to seek out the connections that bind us in a society. He also argues—correctly, 

I might add—that social media is not a new phenomenon; it’s been around as long as we’ve had 

society. 

 

We, as people, are compelled to tell stories about ourselves and our surroundings. It's not that 

we necessarily want to tell stories for the joy of the tell; in fact, the act of telling a story is part of 

our makeup as human beings. Anthropologists tell us that 70% of what we learn in our lives 

happens through storytelling. Whether we do it as cave art or as a stream of messages encoded 

on our Facebook walls, the impact is the same—except for the scale and velocity of the impact. 

Cave drawings affected those who happened across the cave; Facebook and Twitter affect 

global populations in a matter of seconds. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_Standage
https://www.amazon.com/Writing-Wall-Social-Media-First-ebook/dp/B00CIR9856/ref=sr_1_4?ie=UTF8&qid=1499877213&sr=8-4&keywords=tom+standage
https://www.amazon.com/Writing-Wall-Social-Media-First-ebook/dp/B00CIR9856/ref=sr_1_4?ie=UTF8&qid=1499877213&sr=8-4&keywords=tom+standage
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Storytelling in its most basic form is the ‘cultural glue’ that binds us together as people. We 

know that the combination of what we believe, who we believe ourselves to be, and what we 

place value on in our lives result in the fundamental vision of what defines us as a people. 

Stories connect us; they bridge gaps, they drive common thinking. And they make us whole. 

 

Most people have minds filled with data fragments, fragments that they reserve because 

somewhere deep inside they believe those fragments to be important. A good story ties them 

together and makes them relevant. Young people today who are awash in media every waking 

moment of their lives are often described as ‘data snackers.’ Rather than single-sourcing their 

information needs from television, a weekly magazine, or a newspaper, they scan dozens of 

feeds for relevant fragments that they then vet with their friends. From those vetted fragments 

they jointly compile a richer, more nuanced view of the world that is every bit as accurate and 

relevant as what they would otherwise read in traditional media outlets. Storytelling connects 

the pieces together.   
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A Beautiful Mind 

In 1994, John Nash was awarded the Nobel Prize in economics for his work in game theory, and 

an interesting side-field called equilibrium theory. As it turns out, equilibrium theory is closely 

related to storytelling.  

 

A market is said to go into equilibrium when two things happen: First, when every individual 

in the market reaches a point where they believe they have made the best possible decision for 

themselves; and, when they believe that everyone else has as well. We’ve all experienced the 

antithesis of this phenomenon: We spend a considerable amount of money on a new camera, or 

a laptop, or a digital media player, and are happy with the purchase until a week later, when 

the newest version of the product we just bought is released. Not good. It creates uncertainty 

and doubt, and can sour us on the company or brand that we just spent a lot of money with. 

 

When these two phenomena occur, the market becomes quiescent (it goes into equilibrium) 

because everyone’s decisions are validated by everyone else’s. It’s sort of a ‘we’re all in this 

together’ phenomenon. In the world of sales and marketing, it’s crucial to convince the market 

that a purchase decision is the right decision, and this is typically done through massive media 

campaigns that strike the market fast, broadly and deeply. This is important, because if the 

message isn’t communicated universally across the affected base, there is danger that the 

market could backslide into uncertainty—and that would make the campaign lose its 

effectiveness. Apple is a master at this, as is IBM. The old adage, ‘No one ever got fired for 

buying IBM’ is evidence that in the world of technology, a company can’t go wrong if it chooses 

IBM for its data processing needs.  

 

So why is storytelling associated with equilibrium theory? Because good storytelling results in 

thought-alignment among the members of the listening audience. If the story is told widely, and 

best of all, if the story is picked up by the listeners and retold, the market’s entry into a 

quiescent state is accelerated. Storytelling, then, helps people find beliefs and values that align 

with their own.  

 

Here’s another reason that storytelling is such a compelling practice. Humans are emotional, 

spiritual beings. We gain inner strength from spiritual (not necessarily religious) pursuits. 

Stories kindle the fire of the spirit and help us rally against obstacles. They help us to establish a 

new vision, a revised status quo that is better than the current reality we face. But we are also 

logical creatures—we need the pieces to make sense. By telling stories, by sharing what we 

believe, we validate who and what we are. We find our place in the story. This is important: 

People must be given the opportunity to find the place where they become part of the story. 

Only then does it become theirs, as evidenced by this wonderful quote: Engagement begins when 

we share our stories. Change happens when we agree to change the ending together.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Forbes_Nash,_Jr.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_equilibrium_theory
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When Stories go Viral 

Biological viruses are very strange organisms. There is no proof, for example, that they are 

actually alive. They have no organelles, no division of biological labor, no ability to reproduce 

themselves without help. The way they reproduce is through the cellular equivalent of a hostile 

takeover.  

 

Viruses are often depicted as a lunar lander-looking thing. 

It’s quite accurate; I’ve seen scanning electron microscope 

images of them, and this is precisely what many of them 

look like. There’s a head, which contains viral DNA, a tail 

sheath, which stabilizes the “lander,” and tail fibers. The 

fibers help to attach the virus to its bacterial host.  

 

When the virus lands on a bacterium, the DNA contained 

in its head is squirted into the host cell through a 

hypodermic needle of sorts that extends through the bottom of the viral tail and pierces the 

cellular membrane of the host bacterium. The DNA “takes over” from the native bacterial DNA, 

converting the host from an independent bacterium into a virus production facility—hence the 

reference to a hostile takeover. Trust me, this is not what the bacterium had planned for its day. 

The bacterium begins to produce viruses at an alarming rate, until it contains so many virus 

particles that it bursts - freeing more viruses to infect other bacteria. This one-to-many 

phenomenon is why viral infections are so dangerous, and why we use the term ‘going viral’ 

when we talk about a story, message, or YouTube video that becomes insanely popular within a 

short period of time. 

 

Good, well-told stories work like viruses. They have the potential to ‘infect’ people’s thinking 

with new ideas, causing them to change what they believe and to take on the role of spreading 

the story themselves, just as a virus takes over the host bacterium for its own purposes. For this 

reason, storytelling can be a compelling driver behind societal culture change—or within a 

company. Cultures, whether corporate, national or spiritual, are always supported by 

storytelling. Want to change the culture? Change the stories. Consider this: When 

revolutionaries stage a coup, the first thing they do is seize radio and television stations. In 

extreme cases, as we have seen in some threatened totalitarian regimes, they try (usually 

unsuccessfully) to shut down telephone networks, satellite feeds and Internet access. Why? 

Because pervasive media are the bases of pervasive messaging, which equates to storytelling. 

All modern protest movements—Occupy Wall Street, the various manifestations of Arab 

Spring, the growing unrest in China, the current resistance to decisions in the White House--

owe their success to the powerful communications capabilities of social media.  
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Social Media in the Real World 

In 2012, I attended Mobile World Congress in Barcelona, Spain to deliver a series of keynotes. 

My hotel was a five-minute walk to the entrance of the MWC complex. On one day, however, it 

took me well over an hour to walk the short distance to the Plaza de España, on one side of 

which was MWC, on the other, the Barcelona bullring, now converted into an upscale shopping 

center. 

 

Because of Spain’s (at the time) ragged economy, 

universities had raised tuition several times in the 

months leading up to MWC, and students (and their 

parents, no doubt) were incensed. To shed light on what 

they believed to be an unfair situation, the students 

decided to hold a protest. After all, this was the week of 

Mobile World Congress, a massive event that attracted 

upward of 65,000 participants from all corners of the 

world. And since the world’s media were pointed at 

MWC, why not take advantage of the visibility? 

 

At 10 AM, one student sent a Twitter message into the 

void, suggesting that all those interested should 

assemble in front of the MWC entrance. And at noon, 

two hours later, 25,000 people showed up. The photo at 

right is from my hotel room window. 

 

This is the power of social media. This is the power of storytelling. 

  

http://www.mobileworldcongress.com/
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My first published photo. The quality is terrible, 
but I didn’t care—I was in a magazine! 

 

Introduction 

n early 1986, I took a collection of images to the editor of a local magazine, and asked him to 

look at them with an eye toward publication. I had recently submitted a quick grab shot to 

the same magazine for consideration in their “funniest picture of the month” section, which 

occupied the last page of the magazine. Remarkably, it won, and my wife and I enjoyed a 

free dinner at a local restaurant as a prize. The best part, though, was that my picture got 

published! Now: in retrospect, it’s not a very good picture. I could tell you that I deliberately 

went for that soft focus look, but I didn’t. I took it from a moving car, with a crappy lens on a 

good camera. It is funny, with the conflicting ‘ONE WAY’ and ‘DRIVE IN’ signs, but it’s not a 

particularly good shot. It does, however, tell a story. 

 

So, several weeks later, puffed up with my 

newfound status as a published photographer, 

I returned to the magazine’s offices for a 

portfolio review. I had the usual stuff: 

wildflowers, local parks, kids at playgrounds, 

scenics. Nothing out of the ordinary, and the 

editor responded with polite silence as he went 

through the images. But then, a series of 

images appeared that caused him to sit up and 

take notice—literally. They were photos of a 

19th-century health spa that had fallen into 

disrepair in the early 20th-century and been 

abandoned. The buildings were faded, peeling, 

and falling down; the gardens, once beautifully 

manicured, were overgrown and out-of-control.  

 

The images were surreal, bizarre, other-worldly. I had run across the 

place by accident years before while driving the back roads of the 

county, and one day I snuck in and spent a few hours photographing 

it. The editor asked me to explain what it was, and I did. Opened 

originally in 1863, Byron Hot Springs became a world-class resort 

and spa that attracted the likes of Mae West and Fatty Arbuckle to its 

soothing hot springs and bubbling mud baths. By the end of the 19th 

century, the waiting list was over a year long. But in the early 1920s 

the resort’s luck ran out. The water table in that part of California 

dropped, causing most of the springs to dry up. In 1929, the Great 

Depression descended on the world, and the place closed its doors—

seemingly forever. But a rescue arrived in a most unlikely form. In 

I 

The old hotel at Byron. 

http://www.byronhotsprings.com/home.html
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1941, the U.S. Army leased the resort from its owner, and turned it into an interrogation center 

for Japanese and German prisoners-of-war. By this time, the water table had returned to its 

original levels and the springs were flowing, and because the spa experience is an important 

part of the cultures of Europe and Japan, Byron proved to be a perfect place to house soldiers 

from both regions. Forcible interrogations were not part of the Byron experience, but the 

grounds of the camp were extensively bugged with hidden microphones, and a 24-hour staff 

and bevy of tape recorders were kept busy around-the-clock, working behind a door in the 

main hotel’s kitchen conspicuously labeled, SUPPLIES. 

 

I told this story to the editor, including the current status of the place. When I finished, there 

were a few moments of silence, and then he said something that I have never forgotten: “These 

pictures are remarkable because they’re unique and they tell an amazing story. I want to 

publish them. Do you think you could write the story that goes with them? The story you just 

told is so compelling that I want the whole package, images and text. How quickly can you get 

them to me?” 

 

And that was when I knew. I love to photograph, and I love to write, and I love to capture the 

sounds of the world. I’m a storyteller, and people have been telling me that for as long as I can 

remember. Whether it’s with words, or images, or audio, or a combination of the three, I enjoy 

lighting people up with a good tale. So I wrote the article and it was published, with pictures, 

the following month. In fact, it made the cover, and from that moment on, I was a regular 

contributor to the magazine. 

 

Ever since I was very young, I’ve loved a good story, and have always been drawn to good 

storytellers. But what is a good story, and what makes a good storyteller? It’s a very hard 

question to answer. In many ways, it reminds me of the anecdote about Judge Potter Stewart, 

who was famously quoted (although this isn’t the entire quote) as saying, “Hard-core 

pornography is hard to define, but I know it when I see it.” I’ve thought a lot about this—the 

makeup of a good storyteller, not hardcore pornography—and I’ve come to realize that much of 

it has to do with the storytelling process itself, in the sense that stories become compelling when 

they become visual. A good storyteller is someone who can create a series of images in the 

listener’s mind that carry the audience away to a distant place and make them part of the story 

as it unfolds. My earliest memory of a compelling story (other than those told to me at bedtime 

by my parents) is one told by my Cub Scout pack leader when I was eight years old, during a 

camping trip in the wilds of his back yard. He told us a tale that involved sewers, and giant, 

flesh-eating rats, and human-like creatures that were worse than the rats, and attempts to 

escape that were thwarted at every turn. I don’t remember his name, or his face, or even the 

other members of the pack, but I remember the rats, and the smells the Scoutmaster described, 

and the sounds, and the wet, slimy walls of the sewers that “we” were trapped in. The story 

was so visual; I’ve never forgotten it, and I never will. We were part of it. 
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This book is about non-fiction storytelling. It’s built around a model of telling a story with 

images, but those images, as you’ll see (no pun intended), don’t have to be photographic. They 

do have to be evocative, but you can do that with photographs, with words, with sounds, and 

with combinations of the three. By the time you get to the end of this book you’ll know about all 

the elements of a good story, about the skills that contribute to telling it, and about the power 

that the storytelling skill gives you. When I’m in the field looking for images to capture with my 

camera, or sounds to capture with my field recorder, I also listen, and I think about how I 

would tell the story of what I’m seeing and hearing if I had to write it down. How would I 

create a compelling narrative from all the things my senses are picking up right now? How 

would I capture that sound or that smell or that feeling in the air in a picture? In the same way that 

reading makes me a better writer, writing and listening make me a better photographer. 

Similarly, my photography makes me a better writer and makes me much better at capturing 

the sounds around me. I don’t just hear; I listen. I don’t just look; I see. I don’t just write; I 

evoke. By developing my writing, photographic and audio skills in lockstep, I have found that I 

can place my work more easily in markets, can better differentiate myself in those markets, am a 

more compelling speaker, and am more creative and driven to create.  

 

But storytelling isn’t just about photography or video or audio capture. And it isn’t just for 

adults who mesmerize children with a tale of excitement or a story that scares them out of their 

shoes during a camping trip. The storytelling craft is also one of the most powerful tools that an 

executive in a company can put to work when the time comes to convince a customer to buy, to 

reassure a board or a market segment about actions taken by the enterprise, to motivate 

employees, or to package commercial messaging in a compelling and interesting way. How 

often have you attended a talk by a corporate executive, expecting a powerful, insightful and 

motivating experience, only to be disappointed by the person’s lackluster storytelling skills and 

seeming inability to motivate the audience? In my work as an industry analyst and consultant, I 

can’t tell you how many times I’ve found myself in an auditorium surrounded by hundreds of 

people, all anticipating an exciting story from the next speaker. After all, the person who is 

about to walk confidently onto the stage is the senior executive, somebody who should be able to 

tell a good story, right? Yet, what we’re often ‘treated’ to is an endless series of spreadsheets, 

shoehorned onto a never-ending avalanche of PowerPoint slides, interspersed with 

indecipherable diagrams and bunches of bullet points, presented by a person who stands with 

his or her back to us as they describe what’s on the slides. Not a pretty picture, is it? Well, the 

purpose of this book is to provide the skills required to fix that problem. 

 

The Deliberate Storyteller is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1, Deliberate Storytelling, 

provides an overview of the storytelling process. Chapter 2, The Elements of Storytelling, 

introduces the reader to the basic storytelling craft, while Chapter 3, The Deliberate Storyteller, 

provides insight into good storytelling through carefully-selected examples. Chapter 4 relates 

storytelling to the business world. Finally, Chapter 5, Closing Thoughts, pulls together the key 

messages of the first four chapters and provides access to additional resources. 
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In each chapter you will also find hyperlinks that take you to online resources that illustrate the 

topic at hand. Please take the time to visit them—they immensely enrich the book’s narrative.  

 

I have also created a Web page where I routinely post Storytelling essays that contain technique, 

thoughts on the craft, and—well, stories. You can find the page at my Web site. I also produce a 

Podcast, called the Natural Curiosity Project, which is all about storytelling, with a focus on 

science and the natural world. You can find it here. 

 

One final thing: there are exercises at the end of each chapter. Please take the time to go through 

them. I’ve included them to demonstrate the principles covered in each chapter of the book, and 

to give you the opportunity to give them a try. They’ll help you learn the techniques, concepts 

and skills presented in each chapter so that they become second nature. 

 

So on that note, let’s get into it.  

 

  

http://www.shepardcomm.com/storytelling
https://soundcloud.com/user-80982638
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Chapter 1: Deliberate Storytelling 

 

I am a storyteller.  

 

It’s all about connections, you see. I’ve spent the bulk of my 

professional life immersed in a tangled swamp of telecom, IT and 

media technologies, helping others make sense of the complex, 

interwoven, chaotic and interdependent worlds of technology. I 

write books and articles, produce videos and multimedia 

programs, and give keynotes and talks and lectures and classes 

about technology and its extraordinary impact, particularly its 

impact on the developing world—the so-called “Bottom-of-the-

Pyramid” countries whose economies are just beginning to have 

an impact on the global money machine. I spend a lot of my time 

in those places, interviewing, analyzing markets, and 

photographing and writing about the extraordinary people who 

do so much with so little, and for whom technology is a life-

changer.  

 

I write books and produce Podcasts about the social, economic, competitive and political 

implications of technology’s forward march, a job that includes public speaking and industry 

analysis in more than 50 countries every year, from those at the bottom of the pyramid to the 

most advanced nations on Earth. But to do that well, I must be a skilled writer; a creative 

storyteller; I must be a capable reader of crowds; and I have to be vigilant, curious, incisive and 

dogged, if my industry analyses and observations and recommendations as a strategic 

consultant are to be worth a tinker’s damn. 

 

In my storytelling workshops, I routinely tell participants that if they want to become good at 

this, if they want to become truly compelling storytellers, they must learn to think and act like a 

reporter. Think about it: reporters are always looking for the next story, always on the prowl to 

uncover some interesting and useful tidbit of information that they can tease out of the social 

substrate and then convert into a story worth telling. But it takes a lot of work. It means you’re 

always on the lookout, always in search mode, forever attuned to your surroundings so as not 

to miss something good. It becomes a habit, and a good one, but it requires rigor and 

commitment and a deliberate commitment to the craft.  

 

So far, I have written and published 80 books about a wide array of topics that include technical 

SCUBA diving, technologies of various flavors, history, photography, sociology, business, field 

audio recording, a few children’s books, and a novel. It’s sort of a bad habit. I love to write, 

http://shepardimages.squarespace.com/books/
http://shepardimages.squarespace.com/journal/
http://shepardimages.squarespace.com/slide-shows/
http://shepardimages.squarespace.com/slide-shows/
http://www.youtube.com/user/TheShepardComm
https://www.amazon.com/Steven-Shepard/e/B00M9C5YKI/ref=dp_byline_cont_ebooks_1
https://www.amazon.com/Inca-Spanish-Blood-Steven-Shepard-ebook/dp/B01G4FKAB8/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1504616794&sr=8-1&keywords=Inca+Gold%2C+Spanish+Blood
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because writing is about storytelling—and I love to tell stories. Like storytelling, writing isn’t 

what I do; it’s what I am. Nothing makes me happier than when I relate something technical or 

complex to an audience, or an individual, wrap it in a compelling story, and then see the lights 

come on because of the knowledge that I managed to transfer in a meaningful way. But what 

does ‘transfer in a meaningful way’ actually mean? It means the audience heard it, accepted it, 

embraced it, and made it their own. Even the most boring topic can be made compelling by a 

good wraparound story that makes the topic relevant and meaningful to the reader. It’s a fact 

that people will forget 95% of your facts and figures, but they will remember most of your 

stories. This is why the most memorable, inspirational, influential leaders, are, without 

exception, great storytellers. 

 

But there’s another element to storytelling that I need to share with you. It’s a commonly-held 

belief that we tell stories so that we can convey information to one or more listeners. And while 

that’s somewhat true, it’s secondary to the real reason.  

 

Stories create a bridge between people that spans the gap created by a lack of trust. If you don’t 

know me, one of the quickest ways I can establish a mutual bond of trust with you is by 

introducing myself and telling you a story that establishes common ground between us.  

 

When I was in college, I discovered a writer who profoundly changed the way I look at the 

world and the way I write. His name is Loren Eiseley, and he was a physical anthropologist at 

the University of Pennsylvania until his death in 1977. Let me read you an excerpt from my 

favorite of his books, All the Strange Hours: 

 

In the fall of 1936 I belatedly entered a crowded coach in New York. The train was an 

early-morning express to Philadelphia and what I had been doing in New York the 

previous day I no longer remember. The crowded car I do remember because there was 

only one seat left, and it was clearly evident why everyone who had boarded before me 

had chosen to sit elsewhere. 

 

The vacant seat was beside a huge and powerful man who seemed slumped over in a 

drunken stupor. I was tired, I had once lived among rough company, and I had no 

intention of standing timidly in the aisle. The man did not look quarrelsome, just asleep. I 

sat down and minded my own business. 

 

Eventually the conductor made his way down the length of the coach to our seats. I 

proceeded to yield up my ticket. Just as I was expecting the giant on my right to be 

nudged awake, he straightened up, whipped out his ticket and took on a sharp alertness, 

so harp, in fact, that I immediately developed the uncanny feeling that he had been 

holding that particular seat with a show of false drunkenness until the right party had 

taken it. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Loren_Eiseley
https://www.amazon.com/All-Strange-Hours-Excavation-Life/dp/080326741X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1499966690&sr=8-1&keywords=all+the+strange+hours
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When the conductor was gone the big man turned to me with a glimmer of amusement in 

his eyes. “Stranger,” he appealed before I could return to my book, “tell me a story.” In all 

the years since, I have never once been addressed by that westernism “stranger” on a 

New York train. And never again upon the Pennsylvania Railroad has anyone asked me, 

like a pleading child, for a story. The man’s eyes were a deep fathomless blue with the 

serenity that only enormous physical power can give. 

 

People on trains oput of New York tend to hide in their own thoughts. With this man it 

was impossible. I smiled back at him. “You look at me,” I said, running an eye over his 

powerful frame, “as if you were the one to be telling me a story. I’m just an ordinary guy, 

but you, you look as if you had been places. Where did you get that double thumb?” 

 

With the eye of a physical anthropologist I had been drawn to some other characters than 

just his amazing body. He held up a great fist, looking upon it contemplatively as though 

for the first time.  

 

“You noticed that?” He laughed without any show of embarrassment. “Then how about 

this?” He swung his hairy right hand up and around. The backs of the nails were raised and 

thickened like the claws of an animal. Furthermore, they ended as sharply as claws. Tiger 

claws, I thought. 

 

See how the man’s request for a story (and many others in the book) established a baseline for a 

relationship between the two men? Loren Eiseley’s seatmate went from being a threatening oaf 

of a man to an engaging companion. Think for a moment about the last time you told someone 

a story. It may have started like this. I have to tell you something really funny that happened the other 

day. Or, That reminds me of the most amazing story. Or perhaps, Did I ever tell you about the time… 

 

You see, as humans, we are wired to tell stories—we’ve been doing it since before we could 

talk. If you tell me a story, I am naturally and inexorably motivated to tell you one in return. 

This back and forth, literary tennis game creates the trust foundation on which strong 

relationships are built.  

 

As a business person, you should look upon this as a gift. We don’t tell stories just to convey 

information: we tell stories so that the listener will tell us one in return. And as they say in west 

Texas, never miss a good chance to shut up. The listener’s story is a gift, and might have 

immense value. So, shut up and listen—there’s gold in them thar hills. 
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Here’s another great example: Author Rick Bragg, one of 

today’s best storytellers, talking about food served at a 

relative’s home during his childhood. I think you’ll agree 

that this is a stunningly realistic photograph, crafted 

from words rather than pixels:  

 

 

“The iron stove had a cast-iron warmer on the top, 

and in that warmer would be pork roasts and pork 

chops and fried chicken, two-gallon pots of butter 

beans with salt pork, navy beans with ham bone, 

rattlesnake beans glistening with bacon fat, pans of 

chicken and dressing, macaroni and cheese, 

cornbread and cathead biscuits, mounds of mashed 

potatoes and sweet potatoes, skillets of fried green 

tomatoes. She made meat loaf in a washtub, 

working loaf bread into the meat, onions and spices 

with her hands. There would be fried pies, apple and peach, in the warmer, and a banana 

puddin’ in the icebox. She cooked her pies in a pan the size of a Western Flyer, and she did 

not cut you a piece but scooped out a mound, a solid pound of pie.  

 

It was not just food. There was a richness in it, of cream and butter and bacon fat. Her 

dishes were chipped and her forks were worn, pitted steel, but when people were done 

the utensils looked like they had been licked clean, and sometimes they were. She taught 

generations of women to cook, including my own mother, who thinks of her with every 

shaker of salt. Generations of men … get teary-eyed when they think of her supper table 

on a random Monday, because they know it will never be that good again.”i 

 

Can’t you just see, and smell, and taste that food? Can’t you feel the steam coming off it, feel the 

table groaning under the weight of it? Can’t you just see the photograph you would take if you 

were at that dinner? Sometimes an image doesn’t require a photograph; it just requires a 

compelling story. 

 

  

Rick Bragg. Photo courtesy of the 

University of Alabama School of 

Journalism. 
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Story Elements 

When script writers assemble a script for a movie or a play, they typically use a two-column 

template. In one column is the written dialogue—what the actors or interview subjects will say 

in the scene. In the other column is a visual description of what the filmmaker wants the viewer 

to actually see: ‘Camera pans upper-left to lower-right, slowly passing over scrub grass with a 

dusty town in the background. Lonely music and wind noise play.’   

 

In many ways, the craft of storytelling is similar. Storytellers who use imagery to enrich their 

narrative deliberately choose photos visualization that will have an emotional impact and cause 

the audience to react in a specific way. This is not to say that all images must be deliberate and 

planned. Some of the best movie scenes in cinematic history were unplanned, like the famous 

scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark between Indiana Jones and the evil guy with the scimitar. The 

story goes that Harrison Ford was a bit under the weather that day and the scene called for him 

to be very physical, but he just wasn’t up to it. So when the time came for him to engage with 

scimitar guy, he just pulled out his gun and shot him. It wasn’t planned that way, but the 

director figured out how to use the scene in a deliberate and very effective way (Many believe 

that this scene was the genesis of the now-famous line, “Don’t bring a knife to a gunfight.”). In 

fact, it’s one of the most memorable scenes in one of the most memorable movies ever made. 

For this reason, it’s important to know that the job of the director is not to direct the movie so 

much as it is to direct the elements of the movie toward a successful conclusion, and to direct 

the viewer to that same conclusion. So, too, are good stories told. In fact, in a business 

storytelling environment, one of the most important things the storyteller can do is give up 

control of the environment—to turn control over to the listener, usually the customer. This is 

terrifying to most people, but it’s one of the most powerful ways to give creative freedom to the 

customer. By allowing them to guide the conversation—the story—you get to follow along, 

taking notes and gathering intelligence. Again, it’s a gift—be thankful. 

 

Similarly, writers are also directors, in that they work their characters and their story elements 

to create a page-turner. Stephen King creates graphically real mental images that 

simultaneously make us want to turn the page but also run screaming from the room to a 

better-lit place. Steven Spielberg has mastered the art of creating tension and fear, with nothing 

but brief glimpses of whatever scary thing is lurking out there (“You’re gonna need a bigger 

boat.”). And Janet Evanovich and John Grisham and James Patterson and James Lee Burke and 

Lee Child create lovable and despicable characters that they then wrap in a visually rich and 

compelling story that keeps us turning pages, all the way to the end, often to the exclusion of all 

else.  

 

Bev Doolittle, whose extraordinary paintings often have images hidden within them, is a 

remarkable visual storyteller. Her painting, “Unknown Presence,” chills me to the bone every 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3I_Ds2ytz4o&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3I_Ds2ytz4o&feature=related
http://www.amazon.com/Stephen-King/e/B000AQ0842/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1354998113&sr=8-2-ent
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000229/
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_ss_i_0_5?url=search-alias%3Dstripbooks&field-keywords=janet+evanovich&sprefix=Janet%2Cstripbooks%2C220
http://www.amazon.com/John-Grisham/e/B000AQ40M8/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1354998219&sr=1-2-ent
http://www.amazon.com/James-Patterson/e/B000APZGGS/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1354998263&sr=1-2-ent
http://www.amazon.com/James-Lee-Burke/e/B000AP7MME/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1354998291&sr=1-2-ent
http://www.amazon.com/Lee-Child/e/B000APO0PQ/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1354998355&sr=1-2-ent
http://www.artandnature.com/doolittle/unknownpresence.html
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time I see it. The trapper, who is reaching for his rifle as he stares intently into the darkness, has 

clearly become aware of something out there beyond the fire light that may pose a threat. But the 

scary part of the image is that the horse is also aware of whatever is out there in the inky 

darkness, and looking in the same direction. ENTIRE PAGES of story could be written about 

this painting—it’s that powerful, and a testament to Doolittle’s skill as a visual storyteller. 

 

Here are the exercises for this chapter. Have fun! 
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Exercises 

Lie on your elbows like an eleven-year-old kid and just watch the world go by. What do you 

see differently from a prone position? What images appear before you, six inches off the 

ground? Isn’t it amazing how a simple shift in perspective can cause such a dramatic change in 

your perspective of things? I published a book recently called “A Year in Southridge Meadow.” 

It’s a collection of images and essays, and I took all of the photographs in a large meadow that is 

part of our neighborhood. I took many of the photographs from a prone position, because I 

discovered that if I didn’t get down there, I was missing out on an entire ecosystem that lived 

down there around my ankles. 

 

For the photographic storytellers in the audience, shoot with a single prime (non-zoom) lens 

for an entire day. Or with a simple point-and-shoot. Don’t think about whether you can blow 

the final product up big enough to put on the wall; just shoot with what you have. Feel the 

freedom! I recently took a trip to Las Vegas, Nevada, Calgary, Canada, Sao Paulo, Brazil, and 

Buenos Aires, Argentina, and the only camera I took with me was my Nikon P7100 point-and-

shoot. Talk about freedom! The 10 MP camera takes wonderful pictures, but I wasn’t 

encumbered with a backpack that weighs as much as I do. As so may professional shooters now 

like to say, “Photography isn’t about the gear; it’s about the image you capture and create.” 

 

Grab a magazine that has lots of pictures. It doesn’t matter what kind of magazine; it can be a 

National Geographic, or a fashion magazine, or a sports journal. Look at the images and pay 

attention to the ones that capture your attention. Why? What do they have in common that 

causes you to pause and look? How do they differ from the ones that you pass by? How long do 

you linger on those that capture your attention? What do they have in common with the 

subjects you like to shoot? 

 

Write the drawing. This one is difficult, but powerful. 

Enlist a friend to help you. Draw something like the 

picture you see above. It doesn’t matter what it is; it just 

has to be random. See if you can write instructions that are 

detailed enough for your friend to reconstruct the graphic 

from your words alone. This is a good test of your 

descriptive storytelling skills. 
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The shadows in this image give the snow a sensual, almost human body shape. 

 

See the things that nobody else sees. A few years ago I read a book called Outside Lies Magic by 

John Stilgoe. This wonderful book taught me to wander aimlessly and just see the things 

around me that I don’t normally see at all. What do the numbers on the light poles mean? What 

is the green mailbox without any markings? It’s fun to shoot the invisible. These things are 

called scotomas, a Greek word that means a blind spot. We see these things so often that they 

become invisible to us. What other things are out there that we don’t see? This is an exercise in 

seeing, not just looking. 

 

Talk to someone you don’t know. One of the most meaningful projects I ever did, which 

became a major article and photo essay, was the result of a casual conversation I had with a 

fellow I once worked with. His house backed up to a state park in California. The land behind 

his house was prairie, and the ungrazed grass grew to a height of eight feet or more. Luckily, a 

local cattle ranch grazed its cattle on the land, and the cattle kept the grass short so that the 

danger of wildfires was drastically reduced. Unfortunately, a small group of people felt that the 

cows weren’t a natural part of the landscape and wanted the cows—and the ranch—removed 

from within the park’s boundaries (the ranch was a legal, private inholding within the state 

http://www.amazon.com/Outside-Lies-Magic-Regaining-Awareness/dp/0802713408
http://www.people.fas.harvard.edu/~stilgoe/
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park). I ended up meeting the rancher, spending weeks at the ranch, taking part in a multi-day 

cattle drive, interviewing state park officials, and writing and photographing the story, which 

was published in a local magazine. I’m proud to say that I got my first hate mail as the result of 

that article and those photographs, but the state policy was changed as a result which allowed 

the ranch to stay, partially as a result of my efforts to tell the accurate story about it. 

 

Remember how powerful Loren Eiseley’s encounter with the stranger on the train was? Try 

engineering your own ‘random encounters.’ 

 

Embrace serendipity as a source of personal projects. When an opportunity presents itself to 

you, take it. While I was spending time at the ranch I mentioned briefly in the last exercise, I 

met a man who changed me forever, and as a result of getting to know him was asked to write 

his eulogy when he died. I’ve reproduced that eulogy—and a picture of the man—here. 
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Otis Aday, foreman at Diablo 

Ranch. 

 

tis Aday died yesterday. He was the foreman at Diablo 

Ranch, and he was my friend.  

 

Otis was the quintessential cowboy, from the stained and 

battered straw Bailey he wore (In all the years I knew him, I 

never saw the top of his head) down to his cracked, shapeless 

boots. He rode horses and worked six days a week, 14 hours a 

day, fixing fence lines, birthing calves, and shoveling stalls. He 

was the feistiest man I ever met, and he was 106 years old when 

the spinal tumor that had been eating at him for a year finally 

caught up with him and knocked him off his horse. 

 

I remember the day I met Otis. It was the day I conducted my first 

interview with him and I wanted to make a good impression. We were leaning against a corral fence, 

watching a rider back an Arabian stallion out of a trailer in preparation for a trail ride. 

 

As the rider walked past us leading the Arabian, its forelock and mane carefully coifed, its hooves 

polished, its lower legs covered with shin guards, I commented to no one in particular how beautiful the 

horse was, at which point Otis looked at me as if I had lost my mind. “Hell, them ain’t horses!” he spit. 

“Them’s poodles with hooves.” 

 

Otis was 12 years old when he rode on the last great cattle drive over the Chisholm Trail from Fort 

Worth, Texas, to Independence, Kansas. The trip took two-and-a-half months, and when he and the 

other drovers arrived in Independence, they took their money in cash from the trail boss and spent most 

of it before the next morning’s sun splashed the streets. At that point, the only option they had was to 

return to Texas, pick up another load of cattle, and drive them north. It was a hard life, but Otis loved it, 

and he loved to tell tales of those early days.  

 

“Let me tell you a bit about life on the Chisholm Trail,” he would begin.  “For a dollar a day and board 

you started at 4 AM. You had to go out in the corral of horses -- the remuda, they called ‘em -- and 

throw your lasso. Wherever that rope fell, that was your horse. I’ve seen as many as eight guys trying to 

do that with horses bumping into the cookwagon and everything. 

 

“It was a lot of fun. If I got bucked off, OK. There were eighteen of us on that big drive and about 2,000 

head of cattle. We figured that once the cattle got goin’ we knew that the head man had started. The 

head man had to ride ahead and take care of things, making sure that the gates got opened and closed 

and that the herd moved the right way. Every so often that position rotated -- you’d take it one day, I’d 

take it the next and like that, all the way down the trail. 

 

O 
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A scene from the cattle drive I rode 

on with Otis and the other cowboys 

from Diablo Ranch. 

The worst place to be was in the back of the herd. There, you got it all -- the dust, the manure, the 

stragglers. We always had a guy goin’ ahead looking for ponds (water holes) so’s we could water the 

cattle. That was his only job. He’d come back and say “you have to go that way.” The funny thing was 

that the guys riding in the back would always try to ride ahead and get to the water before the cows did 

so that they could get a bath before the herd got there. It was a real race. 

 

“You’d work all day and then have to get up every two hours at night 

to ride herd. Each man would do that. Then, you’d just fall down and 

use your saddle for a pillow, cover up with your saddle blankets and 

go to sleep on the ground. It didn’t matter. One thing that did matter 

was noise. It didn’t matter if you was a hummin’ or singin’ a song. It 

kept the cattle quiet after they were bedded down. But if a prairie 

dog or somethin’ like that started to whistlin’  and spooked one of 

those cows, then you’d had it. You were in for a long night, trying to 

round them back up again and get ‘em quieted down. We were lucky, 

though; it went well and I think we only lost two on that whole drive.  

 

“The food on the cattle drive was pretty plain -- bacon and beans 

three times a day, if you caught the wagon. Funny thing was, no beef! 

There you was, surrounded by thousands of head of cattle, but none 

to eat. If you didn’t catch the wagon, you didn’t eat! So you learned 

to be at the right places. Many times I went more than 24 hours 

without eating. But even still, I loved those days and I’d do it again if I 

could.” 

 

Throughout his tale, Otis would sit and gaze into the distance, reliving his youth. As he got deep into the 

story, his right foot would begin to tap in syncopation with his voice, but he took no notice. He held his 

audience in rapt attention, but he was unaware of them. He was far away, breathing in the dust and 

smells of the trail, listening to the cattle and the songs of the men leading them. 

 

I once asked Otis if he would change anything in his life if he had the chance. His answer didn’t surprise 

me in the slightest: 

 

“What I’ve done in my life I wouldn’t trade for nothin’. I’ve had my ups and downs. The idea is you’ve 

gotta get in and you’ve got to find out what you can do.  And I did. I enjoyed ever bit of it. I always 

figgered I’m just as good as the next guy. And if I lost at somethin’, I didn’t lose nothin’. At least I tried. “ 

 

“Life’s a pretty simple thing. You get back what you put in; and that’s the only way to look at life. You’re 

not gonna gain nothin’ by feelin’ sorry for yourself or anybody else. I’ve tried it, and it don’t work. So, if I 

had to go back, nobody’d stop me and I’d do it all the same. Except maybe I’d fight a little less.”  
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I’ll miss Otis. He was a cantankerous old fart, full of piss and vinegar and often difficult to interview if he 

wasn’t of a mind to sit still. He walked with a cane, the legacy of a broken hip that he suffered a few 

years before when a horse he was riding fell and rolled over him. Otis walked back to the barn to call the 

doctor. After he called the vet for his horse. 

 

He was a real cowboy, and I was proud to know him. 

 

  



 
30 

 
 

Listening as Part of Storytelling 

I live to meet people like Otis—people who lead interesting lives, or who have a story to tell. 

I’ve learned over the years that there’s a secret to telling stories that I’ll share with you here: If 

you tell your stories to people, people are inclined to tell you theirs. It creates common ground 

between you, a recognizable sameness that breeds comfort. This is how I learn about topics for 

new articles, and how I discover new photo opportunities, and how I create intimacy with my 

clients. Cosmetics mogul Mary Kay was once asked what her secret to success really was. She 

smiled, and said, “Whenever I’m talking with someone, I pretend they’re wearing a sign around 

their neck that says, “Make Me Feel Important.” One of the most important elements of good 

storytelling, if not THE most important element, is the ability to listen: Not just to hear, but to 

really listen. Storytelling is a natural part of making informed decisions, and while it may sound 

counter-intuitive, listening is an active process that involves collecting and analyzing data, 

questioning the data, and shaping it to make it more valuable, appropriate and relevant. The 

process of listening and questioning results in better information, which in turn becomes the 

grist for good stories. The more you listen, the more you collect. And the more you collect, the 

more stories you have to photograph and tell. 

 

Learning to tell stories is as much about collecting them as it is about putting them together for 

presentation. Teach yourself to be a sponge, to think photographically and in terms of sounds 

and words. Good storytellers tend to be good listeners, because by listening to others we enrich 

our own mine of information and validate what we believe we know about the stories we tell. 

Together, images, sounds and words pack a powerful punch.  

 

Another reason to listen well is that it demonstrates respect for the person you are listening to. 

This is particularly important in the business world. Managers and leaders have a tendency to 

want to offer the answer, to share the solution, often before the person they’re talking with has 

completely told their story. Good listeners often excel at helping their peers and subordinates 

solve their own problems and challenges by offering alternative ways to view and address 

them.  

 

Successful selling—whether it’s of a product, a concept, a strategy or an idea—is a combination 

of advocating for the idea and active listening. There is a place for both, but don’t fall into the 

trap of believing that listening should take a second seat to talking. Quite the contrary.  

 

And by the way, trust your brain. William Least Heat-Moon, one of my favorite authors (more 

on him later in the book), tells a story about interviewing a monk at a monastery in the 

American south while driving cross-country. Just as he was about to begin the interview, night 

fell, and he realized with growing dread that there was no power in the monastery—and 

therefore no light on the porch where he was doing the interview with Brother Timothy. So he 

https://www.amazon.com/William-Least-Heat-Moon/e/B000AP5EBK/ref=sr_ntt_srch_lnk_1?qid=1504617394&sr=1-1
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just sat back in the darkness and listened, and an hour later, in his small room in the monastery 

by candle light, he was able to remember and reconstruct every word of the interview. Active 

listening means paying attention:  not allowing your mind to wander off while you’re engaged 

with a person who is telling you their own story. 

 

In the next chapter we examine the elements of storytelling. Remember: This is not just about 

telling stories for the pleasure of doing so. It is also about using the storytelling craft to enhance 

your ability to create visual imagery that is emotionally moving, and to compel the listener to 

share their own story with you. This is as important in business as it is in your personal life.  
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Chapter 2: The Elements of Storytelling 

Growing up, we all had stories that we loved, often read to us by our parents or grandparents 

just before bedtime. My favorite was Kipling’s “Just So Stories,” particularly The Elephant’s 

Child, in which Kipling explains how the elephant got his trunk. I can still quote the story from 

memory:  

 

That very next morning, when there was nothing left of the 

Equinoxes, because the Precession had preceded according to 

precedent, this ‘satiable Elephant’s Child took a hundred 

pounds of bananas (the little short red kind), and a hundred 

pounds of sugar-cane (the long purple kind), and seventeen 

melons (the greeny-crackly kind), and said to all his dear 

families, ‘Goodbye. I am going to the great grey-green, greasy 

Limpopo River, all set about with fever-trees, to find out what 

the Crocodile has for dinner.’ And they all spanked him once 

more for luck, though he asked them most politely to stop.  

 

Then he went away, a little warm, but not at all astonished, 

eating melons, and throwing the rind about, because he could 

not pick it up.  

 

He went from Graham’s Town to Kimberley, and from Kimberley 

to Khama’s Country, and from Khama’s Country he went east by north, eating melons all the 

time, till at last he came to the banks of the great grey-green, greasy Limpopo River, all set 

about with fever-trees, precisely as Kolokolo Bird had said. 

 

The impact that this story had on me is beyond description. Even today, whenever I travel to 

Africa for business (which I do a lot), this story sings in my imagination. I have eaten little red 

bananas, and purple sugar cane, and crackly-green melons. I have walked along the banks of 

the great, grey-green, greasy Limpopo River, which forms the border between South Africa and 

Botswana, and I have visited Kimberley and Khama’s Country (now Botswana). I know what a 

fever tree is, and even though they don’t exist, I swear I’ve heard the call of the kolokolo bird in 

a nearby wait-a-bit thorn bush (a form of acacia). 

 

The Elephant’s Child made Africa real for me through its colorful and exotic imagery, and also 

planted a seed for travel and writing, both of which are central to my work and my life. Stories 

shape us, make us who and what we are, and give us a voice. In this part of the book, we’re 

going to look at the craft of telling a good story and show you how to create your own. 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Collection-Rudyard-Kiplings-Just-Stories/dp/0763626295/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1499970587&sr=8-2&keywords=How+the+Elephant+got+his+Trunk
https://www.amazon.com/Collection-Rudyard-Kiplings-Just-Stories/dp/0763626295/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1499970587&sr=8-2&keywords=How+the+Elephant+got+his+Trunk
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Let’s go tell some stories. 
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Earthrise. Courtesy NASA. 

The Art of Storytelling 

When you look at a truly 

memorable photograph, one 

that holds your attention for 

longer than a casual glance, 

something interesting 

happens that makes you want 

to step through the frame into 

the image, like Alice behind 

the looking glass. Why is 

that? What is it about that 

image that catches your 

attention and draws you in?  

 

The craftspeople among us 

will reason that it’s a 

combination of the light, the 

angle from which the image 

was captured, the manner in 

which it was framed, the use of strong lines and diagonals, the presence of compelling patterns 

and textures, unique composition, the deliberate use of color or black and white, the capture of 

motion through shutter speed control, and the conscious choice of depth-of-field through 

aperture settings. Others will point reverentially to the work of Henri Cartier-Bresson and 

declare that timing is what creates a memorable photograph. Cartier-Bresson believed that the 

moment the shutter clicks, what he called the Decisive Moment, is the moment in time when 

composition, light, movement, and creativity meld into a powerful and memorable image. 

 

In 2011, MIT neuroscientists developed a mathematical algorithm that predicts how memorable 

different types of images areii. The study showed that images with people in them are the most 

memorable, followed by images of human-scale things such as a grocery store aisle, a 

convenience store or a close-up of a familiar object.  Interestingly, the least memorable were 

photographs of natural landscapes. There is no stated reason yet as to why these findings came 

out the way that they did, but they are interesting.  

 

But how can a mathematical algorithm measure the emotional human response to James 

Nachtwey’s photograph of a child starving in the Sudan? Or of Tom Mangelsen’s image of a 

baby polar bear with its mother? Or of the haunting green eyes of Steve McCurry’s Afghan 

woman that appeared on National Geographic’s cover? Or Ansel Adams’ Moonrise over 

Hernandez? That may be a landscape, but it is far from forgettable. How about NASA’s Earthrise 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henri_Cartier-Bresson
http://www.jamesnachtwey.com/
http://www.jamesnachtwey.com/
http://www.mangelsen.com/
http://stevemccurry.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moonrise,_Hernandez,_New_Mexico
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image (above)? That photograph was captured 50 years ago, yet it remains a spellbinding image 

of who we are as a people. 

 

The same is true of well-written stories. Why do we remember some more than others? Why do 

we feel compelled to tell them over and over again, even if they’re not our own? Is it the 

characters and their interactions? The style of the writer? The type of story? The ability of the 

writer to ‘paint’ a picture with words? What is it that makes a story great? 

 

Usually, it’s a combination of all of those. Remember the quote from Rick Bragg that I used 

earlier in the book, the quote that described the dinner table at his relative’s home? Bragg is a 

master storyteller, and his words evoke sights, and smells, and emotions that go far beyond the 

food on the table. And why is that? Because Rick Bragg is a deliberate storyteller. When he sits 

down to write, he has a goal in mind, and he doesn’t stop until he has achieved that goal.  

 

Storytellers create compelling and memorable results because of a collection of elements that 

they weave into the final product. In this section we’re going to talk about those elements and 

help you become a better storyteller. Whether you tell a story with words or pictures or both, 

we’ll show you how to do it memorably, colorfully, and powerfully. 
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Why We Tell Stories 

We tell stories to entertain an audience, to educate, to compel, to drive action, to create change. 

We use them to share beliefs, to seek commonality across cultures, to diminish differences that 

tend to form wedges between otherwise identical people. We tell stories as part of being 

human, because these stories are part of the fabric of life that binds us all together. We tell 

stories in books, and magazines, in newspapers and blogs and social media sites, on television, 

in the movies, and splashed across the vastness of the Internet. We tell them to our friends, read 

them to our children, share them with our colleagues. They are a binding agent: They link us to 

each other, something that all humans crave. Our collective stories make us social beings.  

 

We also use them in the business world. We use them to compellingly sell products, to change 

the way the market thinks about us, to influence the decisions of regulators, to motivate 

employees in challenging times, to pacify and satisfy cranky investors. A good storyteller can 

cause an audience to do things they wouldn’t otherwise think to do themselves, because a good 

storyteller paints a picture of a desirable alternate reality that is so sincere and so compelling 

that the audience wants to enroll to help the storyteller achieve it, no matter the cost. This is 

why, as we’ll see a bit later in the book, storytelling is a crucial element of good leadership. 

 

Several years ago, I heard a speaker use storytelling to compel an audience to take an action that 

they otherwise wouldn't have taken. What they did literally brought the audience—and me—to 

tears.  

 

I was giving a keynote address for a client’s annual meeting at the MGM Grand hotel in Las 

Vegas, which is an enormous venue. The speaker I’m about to tell you about was in the room 

next door, and when I finished with my talk I snuck into his room because I had heard stories of 

this guy’s use of storytelling and wanted to hear what all of the hubbub was about. He was in a 

room significantly larger than the one I was in, and had about 2000 people in the audience. 

Oddly enough, there wasn’t a chair to be seen anywhere—the entire audience was standing. I 

found that a bit odd. Furthermore, half of the room was completely empty. 

 

As I made my way to the front of the room, I noticed that he was a very active speaker, waving 

his arms around for emphasis and gesticulating pretty wildly. At one point, he got a bit too 

close to the podium and accidentally knocked over a glass of water with a well-aimed arm. It 

began to dribble down the podium, heading, naturally, for the electronics that were part of it. 

 

He paused and apologized, saying, “I'm sorry - let me interrupt for a moment so that I can get 

someone to come clean up my mess before it shorts out the microphone.” With that he made a 

call on the house phone and within a minute or so, a young couple appeared. He apologized to 

them and they laughed it off, quickly cleaning up the spilled water before leaving.  
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As soon as they were gone, he once again addressed the audience, saying, “Part of my job is to 

show you that you have far more influence, far more control over your own destiny, than you 

perhaps realize. So here’s what I would like you all to do. I'd like everyone in the audience to 

reach into your pocket or your purse or your wallet and pull out a bill of some value: one dollar, 

a five, a ten, a twenty, it doesn’t really matter.” He stood there expectantly, as everyone realized 

he wasn’t kidding and began to dig. 

 

We all did what he asked, laughing in that sort of embarrassed way that says, ‘I don’t know 

what’s coming next but I’m willing to play along because this is new and different and kind of 

fun.’  

 

When we were done, he said, “Alright, what I'd like you to do now is hold the bills up in the air 

over your heads.”  

 

We looked around, shrugged, and held the money overhead. Magically, the room was 

transformed into a summer forest—there was green everywhere.  

 

“Now what I'm going to do,” he continued, “is count to three. When I get to three, I’d like you 

to just release the bills and let them float to the ground.”  

 

So when he reached three, everyone let go, and magically, the room was transformed into an 

autumn forest. The trees were bare, and everyone was now standing ankle-deep in money. 

 

Looking around, he smiled at the audience, and continued. “So now we have a choice to make, 

don’t we?”  

 

We all laughed, still unsure of the direction this was about to take.  

 

“I could count to three and ask every one of you to bend over in a very civilized way and pick 

up a bill that’s equivalent to the one you dropped. We could easily do that, we’re civilized 

people. Or, I could count to three and say, ‘bend over and pick up as many bills as you can 

possibly get.’  We’re not going to do that. Do we have any other options?” 

 

Everyone looked around a bit awkwardly, but no one said anything. A sort of rumble went 

through the room. He looked at us, and a smile slowly crept onto his face. Then he said, “We 

could leave it for the cleaning crew.”  

 

The room, of course, was stunned into shocked silence.  
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Smiling, he said, “When I knocked the water glass over earlier, that was intentional. I wanted 

you to meet the young couple that came in to clean up the room. They’re from El Salvador, 

they’re American citizens, and they have three children in university here in the United States: 

two are students at Harvard Medical School, and one who is a graduate student at Yale 

University in electrical engineering. They're working three jobs each to keep their children in 

college. So we could leave the money for them—what do you think?” 

 

As you can imagine, the room erupted. He asked the audience, “Are you sure this is what you 

want to do?”  

 

Again, more thunderous applause.   

 

“Alright then, what I’d like you all to do is walk over there to the other side of the room - the 

empty side - and just stand there.”  

 

We did, leaving the money on the floor. I'd be willing to bet there were probably $70,000 lying 

there. Of course, you understand that no one in the audience “lost” more than $20, because that 

was the biggest bill that anyone held up.  

 

Once the speaker had confirmed that everyone really did want to do this, he walked back up to 

the podium, looked at the audience, smiled, and knocked over the water glass—again. Then he 

called the young couple back into the room. When they arrived, they took one look at the 

money on the floor and were paralyzed—the looks on their faces were worth the price of 

admission.  

 

As they stared at the money, the speaker said, “I told these people about your children. This is 

their gift to you to help you with their education.” There wasn’t a dry eye in the place—

including my own. 

 

This was a man who had mastered the art of storytelling and who knew how to use it to teach, 

to compel, to lead.  

 

When we hear a story, it transports us to a different place, a different time. As it creeps into our 

psyche, it combines with the fecundity of imagination and blends with our personal 

experiences, and rapidly becomes part of the framework that defines who we are. Stories, as 

they evolve, bring the storyteller and the listener closer to one another, creating a unique and 

powerful bond.  

 

Great stories resonate with a tone of veracity that makes them real to the audience. They don’t 

have to be factual, but they do have to be true to the beliefs and emotions of the listener or 

reader. Well-told stories give the audience a framework around which to validate their own 
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beliefs about something that is important to them. Emotional movies are emotional precisely 

because they do that: They cause us to sit back and think about something that runs deep within 

us, something that causes us to think harder about some innately important thing in our lives. 

Sometimes they compel us to act. Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth caused an upwelling of 

interest in the issue of climate change, and whether you agree with Gore’s observations or not, 

you cannot deny that the movie brought with it a strong social impact that motivated people to 

think about their own use of energy. 

 

The other thing that good stories do for us is provide a framework within which to test our own 

beliefs and assumptions. As a writer and storyteller, I spend a lot of my time interviewing 

industry experts who are always willing to provide their opinion on an important topic. I don’t 

always agree with their opinions, but I always see them as valuable, because they force me to 

consider my own position on a subject and to validate why I hold that position. More often than 

not, I come away feeling good about my own position, but quite often I find myself changing 

my position because of a different way of thinking about the topic at hand that was provided 

through the storytelling skills of the person I was conversing with. 

 

Many years ago, I learned an important lesson (one of many). I was teaching a half-day seminar 

to an audience of senior executives at a university, and as I closed in on the end of my delivery, 

one of the participants asked a question.  I thought about it for a moment, and then responded, 

‘You know, I’m not sure. If you don’t mind, let me think about it and I’ll get back to you after 

lunch.’ He was fine with that. 

 

When I finished, and the class had left for lunch, the program director pulled me aside and said, 

‘Don’t you ever do that again.’ 

 

Taken aback, I responded. ‘What? What did I do?’ 

 

‘Don’t you EVER tell a participant in this program that you don’t have an answer to a question.’ 

 

Now, I was starting to bristle. ‘But I didn’t!’ I told him.  

 

‘Then make some s**t up!!!’ he snapped. 

 

At this point, I was completely confused, and it must have shown on my face. With a slight 

smile on his face, the Director sat me down in a chair and explained.  

 

‘Look. The participants in our programs are senior executives. They’re very, very smart people. 

They don’t come to our programs to get answers; they come here to get opinions, from which 

they’ll formulate their own answers.’ 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/An_Inconvenient_Truth
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‘But what if I’m wrong?’ I asked. 

 

Again, he smiled. ‘If you’re wrong, they’ll never remember. But if you’re right, they’ll 

remember for the rest of their lives.’ 

 

I now hold the Director position at that same university, and I’ve lost track of the number of 

times I’ve repeated Walt’s advice. An opinion, in context, is worth its weight in gold. And more 

often than not, an opinion, wrapped in context, is a story. 

 

So, with that, let’s take a look at the critical elements of a good story. All good stories share six 

fundamental characteristics. They must be remarkable; they must be meaningful and relevant; 

they must involve the audience; they must be structurally sound; they must want to be told; 

and finally, they must have conflict, resolution, and a call-to-action. 
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Number One: The Story Must Be Remarkable 

A good story is remarkable—as in, ‘it is a story worth remarking about.’ That means that the 

story is worthy of notice because it attracts the attention of the intended audience. It’s a story 

that you learn about because someone approaches you and asks, in a compelling way, “Hey! 

Did you hear about…?” Why? Because the story is unusual, unique, different, extraordinary —

as in, “extra—ordinary.” Newspaper editors used to talk about the difference between the “Dog 

Bites Man” story and the “Man Bites Dog” story. Both are stories; both are news. But which one 

is more memorable? People feel compelled to share remarkable stories because it makes them 

feel as if they are a part of them. As we’ll see later, this is one of the goals of a good story—to 

compel the audience to want to take your story, make it their own, and tell it forward. It’s a 

form of viral marketing for the end result you seek from the storytelling process. 

 

James Nachtwey is a conflict photographer and one of the founders of the VII Agency. His 

images tell stories in ways that few photographers can, because he develops such empathy for 

the people and situations that he photographs. He works almost exclusively in black and white, 

which allows him to show the stark detail of his surroundings in ways that color can seldom do. 

In the last few years, Jim has taken up the cause against Extreme Drug-Resistant Tuberculosis 

(XDR-TB), and in 2010 he spoke at a TED conference, during which he premiered a film about 

the issue. The film is powerful, and irresistible, and achieves his goal as a storyteller brilliantly, 

which is to motivate the viewer to take a stand, to help put this disease away once and for all. It 

consists exclusively of a series of Nachtwey’s black and white still images set to music, and a 

few printed words interspersed among the images. But the words aren’t really necessary: The 

pictures tell the story in a horrifically effective way. It is remarkable in the truest sense of the 

word. Click on the link in the text to watch the program and “see” the story. You’ll be 

compelled to act, just as I was. 

 

  

http://www.viiphoto.com/
http://www.ted.com/
http://xdrtb.org/JamesNachtwey.php
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Number Two: The Story Must Be Meaningful and 
Relevant 

Good stories touch the audience in deeply personal ways. They involve the audience in the 

story, make them a part of it, force them to interact with the writer and the story itself and 

create a bond or a bridge that moves the reader to laugh, or cry, or think, or become angry, to 

get excited, or to simply ponder the story after reading or seeing it.  

 

Think about movies (which begin with a well-written script) that have earned the descriptor 

‘timeless.’ They include Casablanca, Indiana Jones, Jaws, Jerry Maguire, Top Gun, Jurassic Park, 

Schindler’s List, and many others—the list is remarkably long. What do these films have in 

common (other than a preponderance of Steven Spielberg)?  

 

The answer is that they all share a common, universal, powerful theme: A moral conflict that 

symbolizes the quandaries we all face in our daily lives. In Casablanca, Rick (Humphrey 

Bogart) is forced to make a difficult moral decision that involves the universal triad of 

man/woman, love/hate, good/evil. In Jaws, Chief Brody pits himself against an evil force and 

struggles against impossible odds to prevail against it. In Jerry Maguire, the underdog (Tom 

Cruise) stands up for the values that he believes in, even though they are considered naïve by 

his peers. But the value of standing up for something that he believes in is important to the 

audience, and always will be. It creates a powerful bond, which is why …  
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Number Three: The Story Must Involve the Audience  

The extent to which the audience becomes involved in the story is an extremely important part 

of good storytelling. Whether it is a well-written paragraph that holds your attention or a 

stunning photograph, the impact is the same. William Least Heat-Moon is the author of two of 

my favorite non-fiction books: Blue Highways and PrairyErth. Blue Highways is the chronicle of a 

driving trip that Bill took around the United States during which he only drove on secondary 

roads—no freeways. Secondary roads are colored blue on maps, hence the title. The book is the 

story of the people he met along the way, and the profound awareness of the cultural richness 

of the country and the growing awareness of himself as a person that emerges throughout the 

narrative. The journey along the lonely Blue Highways of America becomes a metaphor for the 

lonely journey of self-discovery that he undertook to write the book and to better understand 

who he is as a person. And along the way, so do those of us who chose to take the journey with 

him. One way or another, we all learn something about ourselves as we read the story, because 

we’re sitting next to him, in his van, as he drives along America’s Blue Highways. 

 

His other book, PrairyErth, is a masterpiece, the story of one small, seemingly inconsequential 

area in extreme southeastern Kansas called Chase County. It is a testament to Heat-Moon’s skill 

as a storyteller that he can write a 400-page book about a county in Kansas that no one has ever 

heard of. Yet he does; the sub-title of the book, A Deep Map, captures the storytelling style of 

PrairyErth. Layer by layer, Heat-Moon tells us about water rights, and cattle, and wheat farmers, 

and Native Americans, and plants, and business, and the people who live there now. In layers, 

he exposes the soul of Chase County.  

 

In both books, the author takes the reader on a journey in such a personal way that we feel as if 

we are sitting next to Heat-Moon as he drives the back roads. Here’s an excerpt from PrairyErth: 

 

“We are walking, you and I: It is the warm season, but one such as cannot exist because this day 

is April and May, June and July, and autumn presses against spring right through the fullness of 

mid-summer.”iii 

 

As readers, we are with the author as he walks with us, side-by-side, through the story in the 

book. This is great storytelling, because as readers, we are engaged and committed to the story. 

We are part of it. We are along for the ride. 

 

Another good example is a technique used by Rod Serling to introduce each episode of The 

Twilight Zone television show back in the 50s and early 60s. At the beginning of each program 

he would step out of the shadows and say, “Picture if you will…” That phrase is analogous to 

priming the imagination pump. He is preparing the audience to create a mental image in their 

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss_2?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=William+Least+Heat-Moon
https://www.amazon.com/Blue-Highways-Journey-into-America-ebook/dp/B006BAW16O/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1499972812&sr=8-1&keywords=William+Least+Heat-Moon
https://www.amazon.com/PrairyErth-Deep-William-Least-Heat-Moon-ebook/dp/B00JJVPW3G/ref=pd_sim_351_2?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1&refRID=S34F0N3GXHTCM2QR3B16
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minds as he introduces the story. By doing so he engages with us, makes us part of the 

adventure. Tighten your seatbelts: It’s going to get bumpy. 
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Number Four: The Story Must Be Structurally Sound 

Good stories are well structured. The parts fit together well, the narrative is tight, the story has a 

direction, and beginning with page one, it has a goal and a purpose. We’ve all had the 

disappointing experience of reading a story that just seemed to wander around without any 

apparent direction. We didn’t connect with the characters, we couldn’t figure out what the book 

was about, and when we put it down for a bit and then came back, we couldn’t remember what 

was going on when we left. Stories become page-turners when they compel the reader to come 

along for the ride and enjoy it.  

 

This is as true for a visual story as it is for a written one. When scriptwriters assemble the 

narrative for what will ultimately become a movie or play, they create a storyboard, which is 

basically an illustrated timeline that shows what the audience will see and hear at each step of 

the way, so that the visual artists, matte painters, costumers and set designers can create the 

elements that make the story visually powerful.  

 

Curt Carlson is the Chairman of the Sarnoff Institute in Princeton, New Jersey, the place where 

video was invented. I had the opportunity to chat with him a few years ago, and during the 

interview he said something that I have never forgotten.  

 

“More than 50% of the human brain is devoted to vision,” he told me. “It’s our most important 

sense. It’s how we see complex relationships, how we see in multiple dimensions, how we make 

sense of a very complicated world.”  

 

When we deliver stories, our goal is to 

light a fire in the reader that causes them 

to internalize our message and relate it to 

their own life experiences, to their 

dreams, to who they are and who they 

want to be. And the more visually we can 

do that, the more powerful—and sticky—

the message is. This is particularly 

important for business people who are 

trying to tell stories as a way to enrich the 

relationship they have with a customer, 

or to engage with an audience.  

 

  

http://www.sri.com/about/people/curtis-r-carlson
http://www.sarnoff.com/about-us/sri-international
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Number Five: Good Stories Want to Be Told 

Good storytellers are as much a part of the story as the story itself. We are part of the message 

that gets delivered to the audience. I know from personal experience that when I give a keynote 

speech, or deliver a photo slide show, or tell a story from one of my experiences somewhere in 

the world, the story is infinitely better and has much more impact when I truly believe in and 

am truly moved by what I am saying. I have spent enough time in the developing world to 

know the impact that technology investment can have on the people who live there. I know that 

when you place mobile telephony into the hands of people for the first time, people who live in 

crushing poverty, their world changes. They rapidly find themselves with better jobs, better 

education, improved healthcare, more transparent government, longer lives, and hope that you 

cannot take away—simply because they now have a cell phone. No Internet, no broadband, just a 

cell phone. When I tell stories about this subject, the stories are powerful and richly colorful 

because I have seen it firsthand and because I believe in it with all my heart. And because I 

believe it, my spoken words and my photographs illustrate it, richly and powerfully, as well. 

 

How many times have you heard a corporate spokesperson give a talk about an important 

subject, one designed to create a response from the audience (yourself included), but you came 

away feeling unconvinced? It happens all the time, often because the person telling the story 

doesn’t fully and completely believe in what they’re being paid to say. Audiences aren’t stupid: 

They can see through that kind of subterfuge in a heartbeat. 

 

The story of Moe Levine illustrates this well. Levine was a legendary trial attorney whose 

closing arguments were so powerful and compelling that they have been collected to serve as 

the textbook for criminal defense law students. 

 

In one of his cases during the 1950s, a period when the world was still in the throes of 

industrialism and large corporations were all-powerful, Levine defended a man who had lost 

both arms in an industrial accident. Moe Levine’s client used his employer for damages, but as 

they approached the closing arguments, the overwhelming power of the man’s employer 

appeared to be swaying the jury toward a not guilty decision, and the client was worried.  

 

Just as Levine was about to present his closing argument, the judge called for a recess for lunch, 

and everybody left for the customary one-hour lunch break. An hour later, the jury returned 

and was seated, and five minutes later, Levine and his client returned. Levine apologized to the 

judge for being late.  

 

Addressing the jury, he asked them about their lunch. Was it good? He asked. “Sorry we were 

late returning,” he explained; “we would have been here sooner, but you see, my client has no 

arms, so he has to eat like a dog. The defense rests, your honor,” he said, turning to the judge.  
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That was his closing argument. The jury returned a decision favoring the injured man in record 

time.  

 

You can see Moe Levine in action, here and here. 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qSmcHvOel4E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pkyywH0KMH8
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Number Six: Good Stories Need Conflict and 
Resolution 

When a story is done well, the audience becomes part of it, and makes a personal commitment 

to see it through to the end. They also make an emotional investment because they want to see 

the final outcome and are committed to being “along for the ride.” As a result, a well-written or 

well-photographed story will always have some kind of an opening gambit, a challenge to be 

overcome that represents the body of the story and that is usually a wild and wooly ride, and a 

conclusion that pulls it all together and resolves the conflict that is presented in the challenge. 

Good stories always have a main character, otherwise known as a hero, and it is to that main 

character that the viewer or reader makes a personal promise. “I’m with you all the way,” they 

say, to Indiana Jones, or Rick Blaine, or Harry Potter, or Han Solo, or Captain Brody.  

 

We’ll talk more about heroes later in the book. By the way, heroes don’t have to be people; they 

can just as easily be products, services, a company, a brand, even a concept. More on this later. 
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Marketing as Storytelling 

When digital marketers study the content on their customers’ social media pages—indeed, they 

often pay significant fees for access to this information—they look for indicators that help them 

‘get into the head’ of the person or people they’re studying. Think about a typical Facebook or 

LinkedIn page and what you find there: friends, music preferences, causes that are important to 

the person, activities, plans for the immediate future, current goings-on, favorite movies, 

pictures, heroes, and so on. Digital marketers understand a fundamental thing about these 

pages and the information they contain. These sites do not tell us who these people are: They tell us 

who they WANT to be. If a marketing organization can understand who their target audience 

wants to be, and help them achieve that goal, they will have an ally for life.  

 

This is an essential element of leadership: The ability to show people an alternate reality than 

the one they have come to expect, to show them that there is something better out there that is 

not impossible to achieve. Talented photojournalists do this all the time: They tell a story of 

hope built on a foundation of despair and helplessness, and they involve the viewer in the 

process of digging out. This is also what good leaders do: They lead through the power of a 

compelling vision. They show people a different way, instill in them a degree of hope that leads 

them to success by giving them something better to focus on than the present reality they feel 

that they are mired in. Storytelling is one of the most powerful leadership tools available to 

those who want to create a new status quo. Leadership, after all, has nothing to do with title, or 

salary, or whether the leader has a corner office, or whether there is a brass nameplate on the 

door. Leadership is about creating a vision of an alternate reality that your audience yearns to 

help you achieve because they want to be part of something better. It’s a deeply-held human 

emotion, one that storytellers can harness very, very well. 

 

Let’s now turn our attention to the mechanics of storytelling. But first, a few exercises. 
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Exercises 

What’s your favorite children’s story? Why? Answer the question in the context of the elements 

of good storytelling that we just discussed. 

 

Select a favorite story and answer these questions about it: 

a) Why is it remarkable to you? 

b) What makes it meaningful to you? 

c) In what way does it involve the reader? 

d) Is it structurally sound, as we described in the book? 

e) Does the story want to be told? 

f) Does the story have conflict and resolution? 

 

When you think about your favorite movies, what characteristics do they share that make them 

favorites?  

 

When you see a picture that causes you to think, “I’d like to know the story behind that 

picture,” what is it about the picture that causes that reaction?  
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Chapter 3: The Deliberate Storyteller 

When was the last time you watched someone step up to a podium, take the microphone and 

speak in such a compelling way that you felt obliged to listen, even though the topic wasn’t 

necessarily interesting to you? Or heard someone speak so compellingly that your reaction was, 

‘What a great leader this person is.’? Or felt that you wanted to record the talk so that you could 

play it for your friends because the message was so important, they just had to hear it? How 

many times have you forwarded a link to a talk or speech because it needed to be heard by more 

people? 

 

The truth is that it doesn’t happen often enough, but when it does, it’s a momentous occasion. 

We find ourselves moved by the carefully chosen words, inspired by the stories that are 

inherent in the narrative, motivated to action by the example set by the speaker. But why is 

that? What is it about the speaker that engenders such a powerful and emotional response on 

our part? After all, in most business settings, the speaker is relaying information to us about the 

past or current performance of the business or about what that performance will look like 

(hopefully) in the future. In many cases it’s information that was culled from a set of 

spreadsheets a week before. In fact, in all too many cases, the presentation is a set of 

spreadsheets that have been cleverly inserted into an endless stream of PowerPoint slides, 

carefully resized to make them fit on the slide, often reduced to six-point type in the process. 

There’s a reason we have a whole series of Dilbert cartoons based on ‘Death by PowerPoint.’ 

 

So what is it about effective storytellers or presenters? The answer will perhaps surprise you: 

they’re visual. In fact, I call them photographic storytellers, not because they all take pictures, 

but because they think like photographers—and, no surprise, often are. 

 

Photographic storytellers want to tell a visual story, and visual storytelling is a powerful 

medium for sending a message. But there are many different kinds of messages, and part of the 

storytelling process involves knowing what kind of message it is that you want to send. Is your 

goal to persuade the viewer to see things differently? Is it to defend a position that you believe 

is important? Is it to convince the viewer to take some kind of action? Or to compel them to take 

a stand? Or is it stronger—perhaps to compel the viewer to do something that they wouldn’t 

otherwise do, through a powerful emotional response?  

 

When James Nachtwey publishes his achingly powerful photographs of the atrocities 

committed in Rwanda such as the machete wounds on this man’s face, words aren’t required—

the image carries the weight and compels the viewer to respond. Or when natural history 

photographer Mattias Klum publishes his images of orangutans in Borneo, how can one not feel 

compelled to take up his cause of reducing the use of palm oil, the plantations for which are 

http://images.google.com/search?sourceid=navclient&ie=UTF-8&rlz=1T4GGLL_enUS401US401&q=James+Nachtwey&biw=1525&bih=657&sei=ERyaUZuwLJS44APW8oGQCw&tbm=isch#imgrc=KtI0YLe3dP_c-M%3A%3BwU3o3y5HuD6-6M%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fvsmeets.files.wordpress.com%252F2011%252F07%252Frwanda-hutu-death-camp.jpg%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fvsmeets.wordpress.com%252F2011%252F07%252F13%252Fas-close-as-it-gets-james-nachtwey%252F%3B640%3B
http://fora.tv/2011/07/18/Mattias_Klum_on_Borneo_Paradise_Under_Seige#/2011/07/18/Mattias_Klum_on_Borneo_Paradise_Under_Seige?&_suid=136905486355309437799360252448
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destroying the habitat of these remarkable animals? The images are so powerful, there is no 

other choice. They require no words; the images do all of the heavy lifting. 

 

On the other hand, an effective storyteller can create an emotional response with words alone, 

as Sir Ken Robinson does in this presentation he delivered at the Technology, Entertainment 

and Design Conference (TED1) in 2006.  This is an example of storytelling at its best: he paints 

beautiful images with words, and at the same time weaves in a call to action for the audience. 

 

The point is that both images and words lend themselves to the storytelling craft, and when 

they are used together, whether as a narrated slide show or a self-contained multimedia 

program, or even a well-crafted PowerPoint presentation, the results can be extraordinary. But 

they can only be extraordinary when they are based on sound storytelling technique—and 

that’s what this chapter is about. 

 

Keep in mind as well that storytelling is also about gathering insight. Storytelling compels the 

customer to tell their own story, engendering an emotional response that ultimately leads to a 

relationship. That relationship affords you the opportunity to differentiate yourself, your 

product, your message, because you understand what drives the person better than anyone 

else. As Dr. Don McAdams has observed, ‘If you want to know me, then you must know my 

story, for my story defines who I am.’  

 

 

  

                                                 
1 If you aren’t familiar with TED, make it a point to change that. This is one of the greatest resources available to 
storytellers. Check out their videos at www.ted.com.  

http://sirkenrobinson.com/
http://www.ted.com/talks/lang/en/ken_robinson_says_schools_kill_creativity.html
http://fora.tv/2011/07/18/Mattias_Klum_on_Borneo_Paradise_Under_Seige
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i1pIFYk5vl0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i1pIFYk5vl0
http://www.ted.com/
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The Making of a Story 

The first rule of good, non-fiction storytelling is that the story must include enough facts to 

make it believable. These facts can be presented through narration, a caption, some amount of 

accompanying text, or a leave-behind-a white paper or article from a credible source that 

substantiates your position. Photographs, if used, must be realistic, which means that they 

should not be staged or posed. As soon as a photographer “directs” the subject of the 

photograph, the photograph ceases to be factual. There will, of course, be times when a story 

requires the intervention of the photographer, usually in a studio, and while the technique can 

be used to tell a story, it is less common and often less desirable unless it is being used for a 

product promotion. As soon as the photographer takes an active role in the storytelling process 

by guiding things, she or he becomes part of the story, which in most cases is not what they 

want. For powerful storytelling the job of the photographer is to relate factually, without 

editorializing. 
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Know the Story  

Another important element of the visual storytelling craft is “insider knowledge.” The 

storyteller must know the story well before telling it, otherwise important elements can be 

inadvertently left out. For this reason alone, it is important to do your homework before setting 

out to tell a story—take the time to learn as much as you can so that you will be ready for 

whatever comes along. Remember the old adage, “Chance favors the prepared mind.” 

 

There is a caveat, however. Peter Guber, the CEO of the Mandalay Entertainment Group, gave 

an interview to Harvard Business Review shortly after publishing his book, ‘Tell to Win.’ In it, 

he advises storytellers to prepare ruthlessly and incessantly, but once the conversation begins, 

drop the script.  

 

This discussion brings up an important point. Being a 

good, natural storyteller is hard work. But let me be 

clear about that observation. The hard part isn’t the 

telling of stories; the hard work is putting yourself out 

there to collect them, think about them, archive them 

mentally, connect them to the situation where they 

will have the most impact when you retell them, and 

so on. This gets back to my observation earlier about 

learning to behave like a reporter. You must get into a 

mindset where you are always in story collection mode, always looking for the next anecdote, 

always looking for Loren Eiseley’s stranger on the train.  

 

If stories come to you, care for them. And learn to give them away where they are needed. 
Sometimes a person needs a story more than food to stay alive. —Barry Lopez, in Crow and 
Weasel 
 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9vrDmGW0XSw
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Be Visually Creative 

Finally, the story should present images of things the viewer has never seen before, or present 

them in a way that they are most likely not familiar with.  This is part of the “emotional 

timeline” that the storyteller conveys the listener along during the process of telling their story. 

Good stories aren’t level; they have elevation changes, which make them much more 

interesting. They struggle to reach the high peaks, and they tumble down into deep, 

impenetrable valleys. We want the viewer or the listener to work a little bit for the reward that 

they will find when they reach the story’s summit with us. Along the way, the storyteller 

presents visual questions to the audience and then answers them, one after the other, like 

breadcrumbs along the visual trail. Each question that is asked and answered adds a little bit to 

the audience’s reason for being involved, keeping them nourished along the literary trail and 

wanting more. 

 

National Public Radio has taken storytelling to an extraordinary level with their multi-episode 

series, Serial, and their extremely successful This American Life, Radio Diaries, and Radiolab 

programs. They give you just enough in the first episode to get hooked, and then feed you 

enough in each subsequent episode to keep you coming back for more. They’re the broadcast 

equivalent of controlled substances. 

 

Let’s now shift gears and talk about the architecture of a well-structured story. 

 

  

http://www.npr.org/
https://serialpodcast.org/
https://www.thisamericanlife.org/
http://radiodiaries.org/
http://www.radiolab.org/
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The Architecture of a Story 

There are three elements to a well-told story: An initial challenge, a struggle, and the final 

resolution. Each has a specific responsibility in the storytelling process. In fact, some 

photographers claim that a story can be told using three carefully selected images (It’s a good 

exercise to try, by the way, if you’re a photographic storyteller). 

 

The Challenge (The Hook) 

Good stories begin with a challenge or a question (the hook) that grabs the audience’s attention 

and makes them want to know more. This is the opening gambit, the moment when the 

storyteller either grabs the viewer—or doesn’t. To hear examples of this done well, turn on 

National Public Radio (NPR) and listen to any of their All Things Considered stories. These 

stories are so well written that the opening line is always a winner, guaranteed to hook the 

listener and make them want to stay for the entire story. In radio, the job of keeping the listener 

listening is much more difficult than it is for television, because there is no overt visual element. 

This is why we have the quote, ‘radio’s better than TV because the pictures are better.’ 

 

The Emotional Wild Ride (The Struggle) 

The second part of the story is typically an emotional series of ups and downs that leads, 

ultimately, to some kind of resolution. In 2007 James Nachtwey received a commendation from 

TED for his photojournalistic work, and his acceptance speech is here. He presents a hook, 

which is the reason that he was attracted to journalism; a challenge, presented as a series of 

graphic images against a counterpoint of understated words; and finally, a resolution at the 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AGKZhNK_pHw
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end. As the audience, we have the pleasure of going on a ride-along with Jim as he takes us on a 

visual tour of his world of conflict photography. 

 

Call to Action (The Resolution) 

The final piece of the storytelling process is a call to action that galvanizes the audience to take a 

stand. I sometimes call this the ‘Sylvester Stallone moment’ (Imagine Stallone’s voice saying, 

‘So. What are you gonna do about it?’).This is where the emotional resolution takes place and 

where the audience has the opportunity to—or is compelled to— ‘get involved.’ Mattias Klum’s 

presentation about the deforestation in Borneo on National Geographic Live! is a call to action—

not so much a plea to save the rain forests, or the orangutans, but a plea to stop buying products 

that use palm oil, since the deforestation is occurring because of the expansion of palm 

plantations that in turn leads to habitat destruction.  

 

So once again, the three elements of a good story: A hook that challenges the audience; a 

struggle that engages the audience in the fight for resolution; and the resolution itself, which is 

often a call to action for the audience to get involved and take a stand. Think about a story that 

you want to tell with your photographs: Are these three elements clear in your mind? Are you 

prepared to illustrate them through pictures or words? Later in the book, I’ll demonstrate how 

this model or framework manifests itself in business storytelling.  

 

The key to success is to be deliberate, although it doesn’t always work that way. Sometimes a 

deliberate plan will fork off into the unknown, leading to delightful consequences. When I 

wrote the story about Diablo Ranch that I mentioned earlier in the book, I didn’t realize that it 

would lead to a second story about Otis Aday, or that the opportunity to join the cowboys on 

the ranch for a three-day cattle drive would turn into a major article for a national magazine 

about the history of the great cattle drives over the Chisholm Trail from Fort Worth, Texas to 

Independence, Kansas. Sometimes themes emerge along the way, but most of them emerge 

during the story planning process. The surprises are exactly that—wonderful side benefits of 

the process of story creation. 

 

The Back Story 

Every good story has a back story. The back story is critical information that enriches the 

narrative and helps to create a bond between the storyteller and the audience. It also creates 

credibility. Generally speaking, the back story provides details about things that happened 

before the story started. It enhances the sense of drama and place and adds richness to the 

experience the audience will have in the process of getting seductively pulled into the story as a 

http://fora.tv/2011/07/18/Mattias_Klum_on_Borneo_Paradise_Under_Seige
https://events.nationalgeographic.com/events/locations/center/grosvenor-auditorium/
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participant. Most writers will tell you that the back story is more effective when it is doled out 

in small pieces rather than as a long, contiguous element.  

 

An example is David Griffin’s TED talk about the photographers of National Geographic. The 

front story is the beauty and whimsy of the subjects captured by the photographs he displays; 

but the back story—the element that adds richness and power and human emotion to the front 

story—is the power of photojournalism.  

 

As you develop your own story, think about enrichment and the role of a back story. 

 

The Hero 

All compelling stories have a hero. Whether it’s Indiana Jones, the many manifestations of 

Bruce Willis, Mattias Klum’s orangutan babysitters, Han Solo, or Harry Potter, the hero is a 

necessary part of a well-executed story. But let’s be clear: Heroes don’t have to be people: they 

can be a place (Hotel Rwanda, the site of the Trade Center Towers, Oz), an animal (Lassie, 

Willy, the orangutans of Borneo, the Penguins in March of the Penguins, the bottlenose dolphin in 

Dolphin Tale), and they can be a thing. For example, in this video I make the case that the hero of 

my story is the mobile phone and the incredible impact it has on the developing world.  

 

All heroes, whether people, animals, places, or things, share certain characteristics. First, they 

must be sympathetic. A hero who is not sympathetic will not be embraced by the audience and 

the story will fail—or certainly have less impact. Han Solo starts out as a less-than-sympathetic 

character in Star Wars, but becomes sympathetic by the end of the movie when he is moved to 

help Luke Skywalker and his sister against Darth Vader and the Death Star. Rick Blaine 

(Humphrey Bogart’s character in Casablanca) follows the same pattern: He begins as an 

unsympathetic lout (“I stick my neck out for nobody”) but as we get to know him, we realize 

that his hard exterior is designed to mask the pain he feels inside. By the end of the movie we’re 

all moved to tears by his selfless actions. 

 

The second characteristic that heroes share is that they must be recognizable. What do we mean 

by this? The hero must demonstrate empathy with the viewing audience—that is, the hero must 

share something with the viewer so that the viewer feels a kinship with the hero’s character. For 

example, we feel empathy with Indiana Jones because he is what Hollywood calls (and please 

forgive the gender bias here) ‘the every man’—a regular guy who manages to overcome 

formidable odds. This is extremely important, because heroes create drama, and drama is what 

moves the story along because the audience, thanks to the empathy they share with the hero, 

wants to know what happens next. They feel a certain “guardianship” for the character and 

want to stay engaged to make sure that “things turn out alright.” 

 

http://www.ted.com/talks/lang/en/david_griffin_on_how_photography_connects.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1lUbyH2AOOg
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Does your story have a hero? 

 

Shared Experiences 

In compelling stories, there is something important shared between the storyteller and the 

audience. It can be a shared confidence, an emotional moment, a request for help. 

When we create a story, what is it that we share with the listener? How do we create a shared 

emotional “moment” with the person? Because as soon as we do that, we create an ally in that 

person—an ally who has now committed to helping us share the message that the story 

represents. By linking your story to those things that the audience cares about, your story 

becomes their story—something we’ll talk more about in a moment.  

 

War Photographer is a documentary film by Christian Frei about James Nachtwey and his work 

as a conflict photographer. Throughout the film we accompany Nachtwey on shooting forays 

into the world’s most devastated places. The film builds emotionally until the very end, when 

we arrive at a gallery in New York City that is mounting an exhibition of his work. Some of the 

most powerful images in the film are those of the faces of the people who are viewing the 

images. The looks of raw emotion, of human devastation, speak volumes about the impact of 

the images on the wall. They also demonstrate James Nachtwey’s personal credo:  

 

There has always been war. War is raging throughout the world at the present moment. And 

there is little reason to believe that war will cease to exist in the future. As man has become 

increasingly civilized, his means of destroying his fellow man have become ever more 

efficient, cruel and devastating. 

 

Is it possible to put an end to a form of human behavior which has existed throughout 

history by means of photography? The proportions of that notion seem ridiculously out of 

balance. Yet, that very idea has motivated me. 

 

This is why storytelling is about leadership. Leadership is the art of creating a new status quo 

that is better than the current status quo. It is about giving the viewer or the reader or the 

listener the idea that there is something better out there for us, and together we can reach it. We 

empower the audience to help us achieve great things—the mark of a good leader. We feel 

compelled to enroll in the leader’s quest because we have seen the future through the leader’s 

eyes, and we like what we see—we believe it. We make a personal commitment to be part of it. 

 

Part of the buy-in process, that is, the process of getting your audience to align with the goal of 

your story, is to demonstrate that you share the pain and have “skin in the game.” You want the 

audience to see that you are as involved as you want them to be, a technique that can be done 

photographically by including an occasional photograph of yourself within the context of the 

http://www.war-photographer.com/en/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Frei
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story. I wrote a photo essay for a South African magazine recently that was about bringing 

telecommunications to a remote village. One of the pictures in the story was of me at a local 

watering hole, completely surrounded by a gaggle of kids, looking at a picture of themselves on 

the back of my camera. The story isn’t about me in any way, but the image demonstrates a 

personal commitment that I have made to the cause described in the story. This helps to create a 

relevant context for the telling of the story, creates changing energy levels throughout the story, 

and ultimately make the audience into a hero. Think about this: Your ultimate goal is to get the 

listener to take over the story, evolve it and modify it as they see fit, spreading YOUR message 

about the subject of the story. Remember our description of viral behavior at the beginning of 

the book? 

 

The truth is that you must give up control as the story adapts and changes—and it must be a 

story worth telling. In a certain sense, your audience becomes your apostles, your evangelists, 

who bear the mantle of responsibility for telling the story forward. 

A group of kids at a local watering hole in Africa look at an image of themselves on the back of my camera. Photo by Dee Marcus. 
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Story Targets 

Stories are rarely so universal in their appeal that they are aimed at everyone. One mistake that 

storytellers often make is that they “water down” the story elements to make the narrative 

appeal to a broader audience. But here’s the dirty little secret about storytelling: If you water 

your story down to make it appeal to everyone, it will appeal to no one.  

 

The key is to match the world view of a small audience—and then allow that small audience to 

spread the story more widely. The story will evolve with the telling and become more 

universal, but the story does this on its own through the telling—not through the efforts of the 

storyteller. An important thing to keep in mind here is that people don’t buy what you do; they 

buy why you do it. This is as true for storytelling as it is for selling a product. If your story 

agrees with what the audience already believes through deliberate action on your part, it will 

validate their beliefs and remind them how right they were in the first place for believing what 

they believe. They will then pick up the mantle of responsibility of your story and begin to 

share it for you. This is equilibrium theory at its best. 

 

A great example of this concept can be found in this video created by Coca Cola. Coke wanted 

to harness the power of social media and decided to do it in a rather clever way. They created 

the video, and then turned control over to the market to spread the word about Coke. The 

results, as you’ll see in the video, are stellar. Within one week the video had more than a million 

hits; within two months it had over two million. A white paper created by Stanford University’s 

School of Business that gives more details can be found here. 

 

This is how brands work. Contrary to what you may think, brands aren’t developed by the 

companies they represent; they are co-developed by the company and the market into which 

the brand will be inserted. And once the brand goes public, the company no longer owns it, at 

least not emotionally: It belongs to the market. At that point, the company’s job becomes one of 

managing the brand’s impact and creating value that lies behind the brand.  

 

It’s the same with storytelling. Good storytellers want their audience to take over the story, to 

make it their own and tell it widely—“to tell it forward.” So never forget this: Your stories are 

your brand. How you tell them, how you engage the audience, are all part of your relationship 

with those who will see and read your stories. 

 

  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lqT_dPApj9U
https://gsbapps.stanford.edu/cases/documents/M335.pdf
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Exercises 

As we move deeper into the storytelling part of the book it becomes more difficult to provide 

generic exercises. At this point I assume that you are reading the book because there is a story in 

you that needs to be told. So for this chapter, there is only one exercise. Turn to the Appendix; 

there you will find a form (page 81) that will help you capture your story elements so that you 

can begin the design process. 

 

Now let’s turn our attention to the commercial side of storytelling, and how to use it in a 

business setting.  
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Chapter 4:  
The Business Side of Storytelling 

Much of my work is done in the enterprise environment—that is, medium-to-large scale 

businesses that face competitive pressures in the marketplace and are watching their relevance 

fade. One of the most compelling challenges that faces the sales and marketing organizations of 

enterprise companies is the need to tell a believable and motivating story about their company, 

their products and services, their leadership, and their vision. It isn’t that they don’t know the 

story; the problem is that they often don’t know how to tell it using the basic storytelling 

techniques outlined in this book. So in this chapter we’re going to focus on storytelling as an 

enterprise competitive weapon. 

 

My colleague Joe Candido and I have worked in the greater telecom, IT, and media industries 

for a very long time and have a diverse range of clients across the three sectors and around the 

world. We work with them on technology decision-making programs, sales and marketing 

campaigns, strategic planning, human resources activities, and operations issues. As a 

consequence we have the opportunity to work with a diverse assortment of companies which 

gives us the ability to assess the industry 

from multiple points-of-view and make 

recommendations that take into account a 

range of issues2.  

 

One of the most important trends we have 

seen—and nearly universally, by the 

way—is a tendency on the part of sales 

professionals to offer a solution too soon 

in the conversation with the customer. 

This is often the result of a lack of 

understanding and awareness of the 

issues facing the customer and their 

company, or more importantly, a failure to 

engage with customer representatives 

who are high enough in the food chain to 

be concerned with strategic issues. We 

routinely make the case that “Strategic 

people want to hear strategic messages.” 

Storytelling can be an important element in the art of the “executive sell.”  

                                                 
2 For more information about our workshops, please contact me at Steve@ShepardComm.com, or Joe Candido at 

Joe@FifthElementAssociates.com.  

mailto:Steve@ShepardComm.com
mailto:Joe@FifthElementAssociates.com
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One of the most important truths in the corporate world is this. When you engage with another 

person—a key stakeholder, a person you wish to influence—you will be handed off to the 

person you sound the most like. It’s simple really; if you engage in a conversation with a 

corporate executive whose role is highly strategic (as most are), and you speak from a tactical 

position, you will be handed off to a lower-level employee whose responsibilities are more 

tactical or operational. It isn’t rocket science, but it is based on a singular, unavoidable truth: 

executives have one job, and only one job. They get paid to change the business—period. Grow 

it, shrink it, diversify, consolidate, expand OPEX spend, shrink CAPEX spend, the list goes on 

and on. During the initial few seconds or minutes of your engagement, that executive will 

assess whether you are in a position to help them do what they get paid to do. If you are, if you 

follow the rule that says that strategic people want to hear strategic messages, you will be 

allowed to stay and the conversation will continue. If not, the executive will reach for the 

hidden button under their desk that says ‘call me out for an unavoidable important call.’ And 

you will NOT get another chance. 

 

Becoming a Trusted Advisor 

We spend a lot of time discussing the ‘Trusted Advisor’ role shown in the diagram on the 

previous page for one simple reason: It is the best possible relationship to have with a strategic 

client. It takes time to get there, and requires a lot of work, but it is a highly desirable place to 

be. Imagine a scenario where the customer invites you to the planning table to help them make 

a business-critical decision, even if you aren’t going to get the business—that’s how strong the 

Trusted Advisor role is. In the short-term, it isn’t a particularly comfortable position to be in 

(you’re not getting the business, after all), but in the long-term, it’s as good as it gets.  

 

There is a progression that all sales professionals go through as they become more experienced 

during their careers. Some achieve Trusted Advisor status; many do not, largely because they 

fail to see the benefits of a long-term relationship with the client that may not yield immediate 

large-scale results, or they target relationships that aren’t high enough in the food chain to be 

meaningful. Some simply don’t have the patience. But for those who become Trusted Advisors, 

the rewards tend to be large and the relationships they groom with their customers tend to be 

long-term and based on a combination of trust and intimacy. 

 

Trusted advisors are sales professionals for whom the relationship they have with their client 

supersedes everything. It is crucial to them because they realize that without a relationship 

based fundamentally on trust, they are nothing more than another vendor to that customer, and 

that is not a place where anyone wants to operate today. Vendors tend to be part of a large herd, 

and winners become winners by offering the cheapest price for the product they’re selling. They 



 
65 

 
 

operate in the commodity domain, focused on making sales rather than on solving customer 

problems. As such, they don’t bring value, nor do they earn customer trust.  

 

Trusted Advisors operate at much higher levels, where trust is everything, and transactions are 

based on value rather than cost. Value, in turn, is created by skilled sales people who 

understand and embrace the concept, know their customers intimately, and can relate the 

elements of selling to their customers’ situations through effective storytelling. They understand 

better than anyone the importance of leaving discussions about actual product until the end of 

the dance, preferring instead to engage in a dialogue or conversation with the customer that 

ultimately leads to a sale. 

 

So with all this in mind, let’s turn our attention now to an enterprise storytelling model that we 

call ‘The Trusted Advisor Star.’ 

 

The Trusted Advisor Star™ 

The Star came about because of our work with sales organizations all over the world, 

particularly those in the technology domain. As we developed an understanding of the forces 

that shape the behavior of sales teams in competitive environments, we came to realize that 

there are four interactive elements that, if integrated properly, lead to sales success and high 

levels of customer intimacy—and, to achievement of Trusted Advisor status. Those four 

elements are the trends that guide an industry; the business issues that shape companies; the 

impact of those issues; and the solutions that provide a ‘rescue’ from the impact of these forces.  

 

These four elements are mutually dependent on one another and a clear understanding of each, 

coupled with a solid understanding of the interdependencies that connect them, is crucial to 

sales (and, to a large extent, marketing) success. Stories that are built around these elements 

tend to be effective within the sales domain because they help to create a compelling vision of 

“what could be” in the mind of the customer and eliminate obstacles to trust. So before we get 

into the four elements that surround the star, let’s talk about the thinking behind it. 
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The Thinking behind the Star 

It’s all about the message. 

 

In the world of sales and marketing, the difference between being seen by the customer as a 

low-level, commodity vendor or as a trusted advisor is a matter of intimacy and relevance. The 

process of achieving trusted advisor status is fundamentally based on the long-term 

development of a trust-based relationship between the provider of a product, service or 

message (the seller) and the buyer of that product, service or message (the customer). And in 

the truest sense of storytelling, trust stems from the moment at which both parties find common 

ground with one another.  

 

In the world of business where Joe Candido and I do a great deal of work, particularly in the 

technology domain, we have found that the best way to begin the process of creating a trust-

based relationship is by talking to the customer about the trends and forces that are shaping the 

world in which they operate. The conversation goes something like this: 

 

There be 
dragons here 
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Seller: “Thanks for taking the time to meet with me. As you know, I follow your industry pretty closely 

and have noticed significant trend that will have a major impact on your business over the next year or 

so. I’d like to run it by you if you don’t mind, to see if you’re seeing the same things.” 

 

There are several reasons why this approach is so powerful. First, it begins as a conversation 

among equals who share a common set of beliefs - or soon will. This eliminates the distrust that 

often emerges in first-time conversations between a seller and a potential buyer. Second, by 

starting the conversation with a focus on a significant trend that shapes the customer’s world, 

the seller establishes her or himself as an authority who can be trusted. Third, the conversation 

doesn’t begin with a hard sell, a practice seen among inexperienced sales or marketing 

professionals who have a tendency to jump to the sell too soon and are immediately branded in 

the mind of the customer as a vendor rather than a trusted advisor. Finally, by using a trend as 

the basis of the conversation, there’s no way that the customer can refute it. Keep in mind that a 

trend is a phenomenon that is happening over a period of time, not something that occurs at a 

moment in time. It can therefore be the basis for a conversation about the future, because it’s 

impact hasn’t yet been completely experienced. 

 

We came up with the Star, shown above, as a tool to help sales and marketing professionals 

maximize the professional impact of their customer interactions. Let’s look at in detail. 

 

The four points of the Trusted Advisor Star are labeled Trends, Business Issues, Impact, and 

Solutions. It is designed as a guide for integrating the storytelling process into conversations 

with customers. Notice also that there are areas between the four points of the Star, three of 

which are labeled Engagement, Exploration, and Resolution. The fourth is labeled with a dire 

warning—an admonition to stay away—and I’ll explain why in a moment. 

 

Navigating the Star 

We use the Star as a tool to help us guide the conversation we want to have with a customer, 

and we always begin the conversation with the Trends. Trends are forces that have universal 

impact on the industries that face them. They tend to be big, hairy, forces that change the 

direction of entire industries and often determine their survival potential in the medium to 

long-term. Like glaciers, these trends tend to be relatively slow-moving, but have massive and 

unavoidable impact when all is said and done. For example, The triad of Internet of Things 

(IoT), Big Data, and Analytics, is a major force that’s shaping almost literally every company on 

the planet. It isn’t happening fast, but it is happening, and when it’s done it will have 

transformed entire industries and fundamentally changed the role of enterprise IT. 

 

The key here is that companies worldwide are feeling the impact of this trend and are often 

paralyzed into inaction by it. When you walk in the door with a story that demonstrates an 
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understanding of this trend, you offer a glimmer of hope for resolution. You also demonstrate a 

deeper and broader understanding of the customer’s industry, as well as shared “skin in the 

game.” 

 

The Star, however, is like a clock face—from the Trends, it can be navigated in two different 

directions. We can travel in a clockwise direction, in which case we move from Trends to 

Business Issues. Alternatively, we can travel in a counter-clockwise direction, in which case we 

move from Trends to Solutions. Note, however, that the waters between Trends and Solutions 

are labeled, ‘There Be Dragons Here.’ Why? Because this is a bad practice. If you discuss the 

Trends with the client and demonstrate your understanding of the issues they face, you are on 

the road to becoming a Trusted Advisor. If, however, you then start talking about Solutions, 

you immediately demote yourself to the status of a common Vendor, and the customer begins 

to think, ‘I knew there was a reason this person wants to meet with me—they want to sell me 

something.’ At this stage in the game the conversation comes to a grinding halt and will most 

likely not resume.  

 

A better strategy, therefore, is to travel clockwise around the Star, moving from Trends to 

Business Issues. Notice that the waters between these two arms of the Star are labeled, 

‘Engagement,’ with a subtitle of ‘Challenge.’ At this point, you are engaged with the client in a 

two-way conversation about the Trends and how they relate to the business issues they face on 

a daily basis. Notice also that the nature of the conversation has changed from a monologue, 

during which you present your observations about the Trends, to a Dialogue, during which the 

client begins to address the business issues they face. At this point the engagement becomes a 

legitimate conversation. From a storytelling perspective, this is also where you present the 

challenge, which as you now know is the “opening gambit” in the storytelling process. 

 

Business Issues 

Business Issues represent the relationship between the trends and a company’s goals or 

objectives.  Think about the ‘fly in the ointment’ analogy.  We must understand the customer’s 

industry and their specific company in order to apply the trends to their world.  Big Data, for 

example, is an issue that affects all companies, big or small. It’s a little bit like global warming: 

Even the smallest, greenest, most innovative firm will feel the impact of it. All companies 

generate data, but to what extent do they mine all of the value from that data? The answer is 

relatively few, yet they spend millions of dollars to house it. As of this writing, for example, 

Facebook has significantly more than one billion members, generating massive quantities of 

unstructured but valuable data. So if Big Data is a trend that IT organizations must face, how 

does it manifest itself? How can they glean useful, relevant information from it? How can they 

monetize it? What must they change about their standard business practices to ensure that they 



 
69 

 
 

engage most effectively with their customer base? How must their contact centers be 

restructured? What has to evolve in terms of customer service practices? 

 

The next step on the road to Trusted Advisor is the voyage from Business Issues to Impacts, 

navigating along the way the waters between these two land masses which are labeled, 

‘Exploration’ with a subtitle of ‘Struggle.’ You’ll recognize ‘Struggle’ as the second stage of 

effective storytelling. ‘Exploration,’ on the other hand, is the point at which you begin to be 

accepted by the client as a business partner, a Trusted Advisor in the truest sense of the word. 

‘Exploration’ implies a level of shared engagement with the struggle, and the moment at which 

the client recognizes that you are in it for the long haul with them. 

 

Impact 

Impacts represent the potential effect that the trends have on the company. Typically they 

represent both risk and reward based on how the company responds to them. This is the point 

where the customer, with your help, determines whether the trend is a friend or a foe—an ally 

or an enemy. As the impacts are explored the provider of a service (the seller) and the consumer 

of a service (the customer) gain clarity on this impact and begin to explore possible solutions in 

the form of a call to action, which of course is the third and final stage of the storytelling craft. 

At this point, the customer has become open to receiving help and the process begins to 

transition to solutions. Notice, however, that at no point have specific solutions been discussed 

with the customer—yet. There are two reasons for this. The first is that it is prudent to skip 

discussions about solutions to avoid the risk of being perceived as a Vendor early in the game. 

The second is a bit more subversive. When the conversation reaches the Impact stage, the client 

is now feeling the full impact of the Trends that are affecting their business. You don’t want to 

throw them a rescue ring too quickly, because it’s important that they feel the impact and 

understand how harsh it might be if allowed to go unchecked. The consequence of this is that 

your solution, when it is ultimately presented, will be perceived as much more powerful. 

 

Solutions 

The Solution, therefore, is the rescue, the opportunity to step in and save the customer from the 

uncertainty of an unknown future. This is where a specific response to customer requirements 

shines bright as it is a rescue from the customer’s pain, and the seller, who is now a Trusted 

Advisor, is seen as an inextricable and critical part of the solution. The long-term goal is to 

ensure that the customer sees how all of the various elements interrelate to provide both a 

solution and strategy to evolve and adapt to future needs. 
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The Relationship 

Think of a door-to-door salesperson and what it takes for them to gain the trust of the person 

whose door they are knocking on. They get one chance to create interest; otherwise, they get a 

door slammed in their face. In the world of enterprise sales, the customer ‘opens the door’ when 

the trends are presented. They have universal applicability, they are highly impactful, and 

when they are presented to a customer, they tend to validate the customer’s own beliefs about 

the things that are affecting their own company. This is particularly important among executive 

audiences because the trends are presented at a level that matters to them. These are not tactical 

or operational concerns: They are strategic, and therefore of great interest to organizational 

leadership. 

 

Let’s continue with our analogy. If the door-to-door salesperson can get the customer interested 

enough to leave the door open, they might be lucky enough to be invited in. In the enterprise, 

this happens when the conversation goes from basic Trends to how those Trends become 

Business Issues. At this point the hook is set because the customer experiences a dawning 

realization that there may be pain associated with the trends. 

 

In the next phase, the full impact of the business issues that result from the Trends falls on the 

customer’s shoulders. The door-to-door salesperson makes the case that the customer simply 

can’t get along without the product they’re selling; the enterprise sales professional presents the 

risks and the opportunities associated with what the trends make possible, and once again 

validates the pain the customer is feeling. The Impact is real and can’t be avoided. 

 

Please note that, as predatory as it may sound, this is where the customer must be made to feel 

a bit of pain from the situation they find themselves in. Pain drives home just how important 

and impactful a situation is and makes it real for the customer. This is not a bad thing by any 

means. It is therefore important that the “rescue rope” not be thrown to the customer too 

quickly. That comes later. 

 

In the final phase, the rescue is offered. Once the customer fully understands the impact of the 

Trend on the Business Issues they face, they will ask the Trusted Advisor to make 

recommendations, offer solutions, or assist in some other way. This is where we invoke 

executive storytelling to demonstrate a clear understanding of the contingencies that exist, as 

well as the reasons behind the path that will take the customer where they need to go. 

 

The star, then, epitomizes the relationship that exists between the sales person and the 

customer. Vendors start with Trends and then jump immediately to Solutions; Trusted Advisors 

go the other direction, taking the customer on a journey of understanding before arriving at a 

discussion about the actual sale. By that time they have established a trust-based relationship.  
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Storytelling as a Message Delivery Mechanism  

This is why we are as reliant as we are on Storytelling as a delivery mechanism. The role of the 

enterprise sales person in this complex equation is to be the glue that holds it all together. We 

know that in a competitive market, the customer increasingly feels a sense that they are in 

charge of the relationship between themselves and the provider of a desirable service. As a 

result, they often feel compelled to guide the conversation, which is where storytelling shines. 

One of the elements of storytelling is that it involves the customer in the process and makes 

them want to own it, making it possible for the sales person to elegantly guide the direction of 

the conversation.  

 

Storytelling is deeply rooted in human psyche as a human engagement mechanism. As a writer, 

I’ve told stories as a way to convey information for many, many years, and it’s a practice that 

comes naturally to me. Our goal with this methodology is to use the elements of storytelling as 

a way to create executive-level engagement and trust on the road to becoming a trusted advisor.  
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Final Thoughts 

Enterprise client relationships are based on two things: a genuine level of trust that grows 

organically, over time, between a provider and its customers, and a sense of the value of the 

services sold. In the enterprise, cost is far less important than the value brought by the money 

spent, so it is crucial that sales professionals convey a strong sense of delivered value in their 

conversations with clients. This is why Solutions are the last thing we talk about in the 

conversation that the Star guides, and why the first thing we talk about are the identifiable 

Trends that cause pain for those clients. By allowing the customer to feel a sense of “oneness” 

with a Trusted Advisor because the company clearly understands the Trends and feel the pain 

that results from those Trends, we create a level of unequalled trust that has enormous long-

term value. Leaving the Solutions until the end eliminates the ‘vendor element’ that inevitably 

results from bringing them into the conversation too early. 

 

And what does this mean for storytellers? It means that when we present images or concepts to 

a potential client it is crucial that in the process of telling the story we convey the impact that 

our actions will have. This is an opportunity to exhibit leadership, believe it or not. My 

definition of leadership is ‘the ability to convey a compelling vision of a desirable future that 

compels everyone who hears about it to want to be part of that future.’ If you can paint a 

compelling picture of the impact that your suggestions will have, you’ve done the heavy lifting 

for the client so that they don’t have to.  

 

Telling stories is about building bridges. Whether for personal or professional reasons, a 

compelling story can create a relationship rooted in trust, compassion, vision and impact.  

 

This is why I chose the title “The Deliberate Storyteller” for this book. The magic of being a good 

visual storyteller is the fine art of discovering the balance between serendipity and deliberate 

action. Serendipity brings surprises that excite and delight and become engagement 

opportunities; deliberate thought turns those opportunities into impactful action. You need 

both. 

 

Side note: If you would like to know more about our executive storytelling workshops, please contact me 

at Steve@ShepardComm.com. 

 

 

  

mailto:Steve@ShepardComm.com
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Chapter 5: Closing Thoughts 

I met Terry on a flight to Omaha. He was an older man, kind and gentle, with a quick and easy 

smile and a never ending story to tell—the kind of seatmate that makes a long plane ride almost 

enjoyable, especially for someone who loves to listen to a good story as much as he likes to tell 

one. After we got situated I introduced myself, and we began to talk.  

 

“My grandfather ran his 

own winery in southern 

California until the day he 

died,” he told me, his eyes 

far away. “We lived at that 

winery, and I played hide 

and seek among the 

grapevines. I remember 

the smell of the fruit in the 

hot summer; it was so 

sweet it was cloying. And 

toward the end of the 

season, just before harvest 

time, there was a very 

different smell in the air—

a heavier smell, a smell that you just knew meant that the grapes were ready to be picked. The 

weather was different too: 

there was dew in the 

morning, and we didn’t go 

out to play until later.  

 

“He had a wonderful old 

house on that winery with a 

huge cellar—at least, to a kid, 

it was huge. It was deep, and 

long, with hand-laid stones 

lining the walls. On one side 

was a long row of sour-sweet-

smelling barrels that 

contained different vintages 

of his favorite wines. I loved 

to go down there; it was a 

secret place, one that my 
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grandfather and I shared. It was our fort. 

 

 “On Saturdays he would make dinner—pasta, salt cod, sausages, whatever we wanted—and 

early in the morning he and I would go into the cellar to pick out the food we would prepare 

that day. The place was a jungle of savory foods, most of them hanging from the ceiling. There 

were handmade salamis and pepperonis, white and chalky and smelling musky; big, yellow 

rounds of cheese; and gallon jars of tomatoes, pepperoncini, and pickled onions. Depending on 

the menu for the evening he would walk among the foods with the big pocketknife that he 

called his matasuegras (mother-in-law killer), slicing off huge chunks of salt cod, great wedges of 

hard cheese, and thick, greasy slices of salami. We’d sit down there in the cool, dark, scented air 

and eat smoky sausage and hard cheese and drink secret glasses of wine from his personal 

cellar, ruby red from the bare bulbs, watching the snarly shadows on the walls from the tree 

roots that hung from the low ceiling. For dinner he’d make big steamy bowls of pasta, with 

meatballs the size of tennis balls wrapped around seasoned croutons, and a thick, rich tomato 

sauce, cooked all day long in a big battered aluminum pot with sausage, pork chops and a big 

handful of basil in the bottom.  

 

“He was a special old man, and he 

lived until he was 95. My own kids got 

to know him, and he lived long 

enough for them to realize how special 

it was for them to get to know their 

own great-grandfather. I have pictures 

of them all together, and I treasure 

them.” 

He smiled at the thought, and drifted 

away for a few minutes. I interrupted 

his reverie to ask him the reason for 

his trip to California. Retiring, I asked? 

He shook his head, smiling. “No, I 

retired a long time ago. After being bored for a few years I decided I’d like to run a winery of 

my own. Since I wasn’t working, I had time to think about my grandfather, and those memories 

I had of him were so good I made a decision. The time was right to do it now, so I did it. I 

bought a winery.” I told him how great I thought that was, and how he must already look 

forward to drinking the first glass of his first vintage. “Oh, that’s the only pleasure from this 

great and grand venture I won’t get to enjoy,” he chuckled. “Not a drinker?” I asked. He 

laughed out loud at that. “No, I like wine as much as anybody. The problem is, I’m dying. I 

have cancer. The doctor tells me that I have about two years if I take care of myself, so if I’m 

going to die, I want to die in that basement, smelling those smells. If anything’s going to take 

me away I want it to be those smells.” 
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Being a storyteller means being a good listener. It also means being willing to be changed in the 

process, and Terry certainly changed me. I walked away with a different view of the world—

and a new story to tell that needed to be told. I love to hear stories like Terry’s, and I love to tell 

stories. They enrich my work, and help me to illuminate those things that are important to me, 

both personally and professionally. 

 

I also love to listen to a well-told story. I love that moment when I know that the storyteller has 

me exactly where she or he wants me, that point when I know that I want to hear this all the 

way through. At that point the story has sucked me in, made me a part of it, made it a part of 

me.  

 

I left Terry and wished him well, picked up my rental car and drove east to Red Oak, Iowa, to 

meet with a client there. This is farming country, corn, mostly, and everywhere I looked I saw 

ramshackle barns and turn-of-the-century farm houses in various states of disrepair.  

 

There is a kindness to this part of the country, a geniality, a genuine sense of welcome that is 

part of life here. After handshakes all around and much back-slapping, we settled down to eat. 

It was harvesting time and the talk over dinner was about corn (most of it headed to ethanol 

plants in China), crop yields, moisture content, and new grandkids.  

At one point in the conversation one of them asked me if I had taken any good pictures on my 

way over from Omaha. I responded that yes, I had seen a large corn harvester off in the distance 

with the sun setting behind it, and with the dust cloud it created I had managed to get a few 

good shots. He then told me that I should've gotten closer to it because they're pretty cool 

machines, to which I responded that it was way off in the distance, and that while it would have 

been nice to be closer, I couldn't very well take my rental car cross-country across a half-cut 

cornfield. He smiled, and I knew something was up. “That was probably my buddy you saw,” 

he smiled, “and he’d love to show you his combine if you'd like to see it.” Needless to say I 

effusively accepted.  
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This kind of thing happens to me, it 

seems, all the time. By showing 

enthusiastic and real interest in the 

working lives of others, by listening to 

their stories and telling them mine, I have 

had the opportunity to walk up the main 

cables of the San Francisco Bay Bridge, 

spend three days on a cable-laying ship in 

Singapore, tour an 800-foot supertanker, 

land in Los Angeles sitting in the cockpit 

jump seat of a 747 (well before 9/11), 

wander through the unbelievable inner 

workings of a cotton gin in north Texas, and 

now sit in the driver seat of a combine with tires taller than I am. Does it get any better than 

this? 

 

When we finished admiring the harvester, we drove to Stanton, the next town over, and took a 

driving tour of the place. It’s a beautiful little town and its claim to fame is that it’s the home of 

Mrs. Olsen, whom people my age will remember as the spokesperson for Folger’s Coffee back 

in the 60s and early 70s. And because she was from Stanton, they designed the water towers in 

her honor. 

 

Storytelling has been a deeply-rooted part of human behavior since our earliest ancestors 

gathered around a fire in a safe place and told stories about their conquests, their adventures, 

their loves, and their disappointments. Today we tell stories to entertain an audience, to 

educate, to compel, to drive action, to create change. We use them to share beliefs, to seek 
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commonality across cultures, to diminish differences that tend to form wedges between people. 

We tell stories because they are part of the fabric of life that binds us all together as a 

community, as a society. We tell stories in books and magazines, in newspapers and blogs and 

social media sites, on television, in the movies, across the Internet. We tell them to our friends, 

read them to our children, share them with our colleagues. They are a binding agent: They link 

us to each other, and that is something that all humans crave. Our collective stories make us 

social beings. They help to give us a collective consciousness, as well as a collective conscience.  

 

Whenever we hear a story, it transports us. As the story creeps into our psyche, it combines 

with our imagination and blends with our personal experiences and rapidly becomes part of the 

framework that defines who we are. Stories, as they evolve, bring the storyteller and the listener 

closer to one another, creating a unique and powerful bond.  

 

Whether they are told by a scoutmaster to group of deliciously terrified kids around a backyard 

campfire, or with dramatic pictures, or with a combination of both, stories have the ability to 

reach across the years as powerful motivators. They can give hope, create outrage, and bring 

about social change. 

 

This book is about the power of storytelling. The chapters of this book speak to the power of 

evocative imagery, listening skills, and the art of storytelling. I hope it helps you tell your own 

stories, and I look forward to hearing them. 

  

One of the great things about storytelling is that it belongs to everyone. I invite you to contact 

me via e-mail, or through the Facebook page I’ve created to form a community around the 

book. Your comments, thoughts, and creative suggestions will help all of us. Finally, be sure to 

visit the storytelling page at my Web site where you will find a series of essays and occasional 

Podcasts that enhance and refresh the content of this eBook. 

 

Thanks for taking this journey with me. 

 

Steven Shepard 

September 2017 

At home in Vermont—and beyond… 

 

  

mailto:Steve@ShepardComm.com
http://www.shepardcomm.com/storytelling/
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Visual Storytelling Template 

 
Background Questions  
1) Do you know what the story is that you want to tell? 
2) Have you selected your best images to tell the story you want to tell? Are they framed and 

exposed properly, sharp and clear? 
 
The Elements of Storytelling  
1) Is your story remarkable?  
2) Is the story meaningful and relevant to your intended audience? 
3) Does the story involve the audience? 
4) Is your story structurally sound? 
5) Does your story want to be told? 
6) Does your story have conflict and resolution? 
 

The Making of a Story  
1) Is your story rich with facts?  
2) Do you know the story well? Have you done research to uncover as many hidden elements 

as you can? 
3) Is the story visually creative? 
 

The Architecture of a Story  
1) Does your story begin with a challenge to the audience (the hook)? 
2) Will your story take the audience on an emotional wild ride (The Struggle)? 
3) Does your story have a strong call to action (Resolution)? 
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Publications, New York, 1997)  

• The Telecom Economy: Charting a Path in Uncertain Times (McGraw-Hill, New York, May 2008)  

• Road Scholar: How to Start and Operate an Independent Consultancy (Executive Crash Course Press, 2009) 

• Reverse Engineering the Future: A Prescription for Change Leadership (Executive Crash Course Press, 

2009) 

• Giving Up Control: Strategies for Success in the User-Generated Economy (Executive Crash Course Press, 

2010) 

http://www.shepardcomm.com/
http://www.executivecrashcourse.com/
http://shepardimages.squarespace.com/
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Children 
• Whatever Happened to Mister Duncan: Mapping the Memory of Childhood (Shepard Communications 

Group, 2013) 

• Willie the Jumping Frog. (A collaboration with Bill Skiff and Bob Shepard, July 2014) 

• Animals in the House! (July 2011) 

• Herds and Herds of Rhyming Words (July 2016) 

• Hiya Maya! (August 2016) 

History 
• A Matter of Last Resort: The Story of Byron Hot Springs (Contra Costa County Historical Society, 1987) 

Photography 
• World View: Images from a Life of Travel (See Life Productions, Incorporated) 

• A Year in Southridge Meadow (See Life Productions, Incorporated, 2010) 

• The Deliberate Photographer (Shepard Communications Group, 2012)  

• Passage to Burma.  A photojournalistic collaboration with Scotty Stulberg (Pegasus Press, 2012) 

• 15 Points of Light (See Life Productions, 2014) 

• Passage to Burma, Second Edition.  A photojournalistic collaboration with Scotty Stulberg (Pegasus 

Press, 2015) 

• Tectonic Tapestries: Images of the Earth (July 2015) 

Storytelling 
• The Deliberate Storyteller (Shepard Communications Group, 2012) 

• Stories: The Art of the Storytelling Craft (July 2015) 

Fiction 
• Inca Gold, Spanish Blood (A novel; March 2016) 

Miscellany 
• Commotion in the Ocean: A Technical Commercial Diving Manual (National Association of Underwater 

Instructors, 1979) 

• Old Growth Air: A Walk Through the Forest (To be published March 2018) 

• The Outside Story: A Collection of Nature Essays (September 2016) 

 

For examples of Steve’s video presentations, please visit 

http://www.youtube.com/user/TheShepardComm. To see Steve’s TED talk on the social impact of 

technology, please visit Technology and the Future of Creativity 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MGor5l_fHfc).  

 

Dr. Shepard received his undergraduate degree in Spanish and Romance Philology from the University 

of California at Berkeley (1976), his Masters Degree in International Business from St. Mary's College 

(1985), and his PhD at the Da Vinci Institute in Rivonia, South Africa (2009). He spent eleven years with 

http://www.youtube.com/user/TheShepardComm
mailto:https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv=MGor5l_fHfc
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Pacific Bell in San Francisco in a variety of capacities followed by ten years with Hill Associates in 

Colchester, Vermont before forming the Shepard Communications Group in early 2000.   

 

In addition to his work with a wide range of businesses, Steve works extensively in the education sector. 

He is a Senior Fellow of the Da Vinci Institute of South Africa; Adjunct Professor in the University of 

Southern California’s Marshall School of Business; a Founding Director of the African Telecoms Institute; 

and an Emeritus member of the Board of Trustees of Champlain College. He is also the Resident Director 

of the University of Southern California’s Executive Leadership and Advanced Management Programs, 

and adjunct professor at Emory University, Thunderbird University, the University of Vermont, and the 

Ivey School, among others.   

 

Dr. Shepard specializes in international issues in technology strategy, with an emphasis on the social, 

geopolitical, economic, and competitive implications of technological change. He has written and directed 

more than 40 videos and films, and written and produced technical presentations, white papers, 

Podcasts, speeches and articles on a broad range of topics for companies and organizations worldwide. 

He has written and photographed in more than 90 countries, serving clients across many different 

industries including telecommunications, IT, media, advertising, healthcare, transportation, government, 

software development, education, professional services, NGOs, venture capital, and regulatory.  

 

Thanks to a childhood spent in Spain, Steve is native fluent in Spanish and routinely publishes and 

delivers presentations in that language. 

 

He lives in Vermont with his wife Sabine, who has put up with him for more than 35 years. 
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Photo Credits 

All photos by the author except for the following. All images used with permission. All Rights 

Reserved. 

 

Cover of Just So Stories by Rudyard Kipling. 

Image of Earthrise by NASA. 

Image of author with kids in Africa by Dee Marcus. 
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End Notes 

                                                 
i Bragg, Rick. The Prince of Frogtown. Alfred A. Knopf; New York, 2008. 
ii What Makes an Image Memorable? 
http://web.mit.edu/newsoffice/2011/memorable-images-0524.html.  
iii Heat-Moon, William Least. PrairyErth. Page 237, Ex radice. 
 

 

http://web.mit.edu/newsoffice/2011/memorable-images-0524.html

	The impact that this story had on me is beyond description. Even today, whenever I travel to Africa for business (which I do a lot), this story sings in my imagination. I have eaten little red bananas, and purple sugar cane, and crackly-green melons. ...
	The Elephant’s Child made Africa real for me through its colorful and exotic imagery, and also planted a seed for travel and writing, both of which are central to my work and my life. Stories shape us, make us who and what we are, and give us a voice....
	Let’s go tell some stories.

