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Praise for Founders Are Storytellers

“This little book is like a giant tree. It has a substantial trunk filled with Will’s wise counsel, but it is the many branches to online  
references that make it the most comprehensive source on storytelling for startups. No startup founder will succeed without being able to  
tell their story. This book will will help it have a happy ending. A picture is worth a thousand words, but a genuine story could be worth  
millions in capital.”
—Wayde Gilchrist, Host - TechStartRadio and Startup Consultant

“Entrepreneurs always ask me ‘what are you looking for in a pitch’ and I always say the same thing: tell me your story.  Tell me what  
problem you discovered and how you will make money solving the problem and tell me why you and your team can solve this problem  
better than anyone else.  This book helps an entrepreneur tell a story that will grab the attention of customers, investors and stakeholders.”
—Cairn G. Cross, Co-Founder and Managing Director, FreshTracks Capital LP

"A tactical gem. Will is a true entrepreneur himself, and is blessed with the ability to motivate others to bring their best work to the world  
in the form of new, sustainable businesses. He not only provides hands-on suggestions for cultivating interest in your start-up business  
through the power of stories, but he delivers the roadmap on crafting and telling your own compelling business story."
—Beverly Winterscheid, PhD, Founder, Center for Nature and Leadership

"Whenever we want to tell something important about another person or an experience we tell a story. This is how we as human beings  
are wired. It's also how we as listeners are wired to be motivated and emotionally involved. What can be more important to an  
entrepreneur about to start a new business than to have a great story to tell? Will Keyser gets into the details of how to build that story and  
brings up the other critical elements and inspires you with stories from real life startups. If you are contemplating starting a new business  
or are already starting one, you should read this book."
—Sven Atterhed, Chairman & Co-founder, The ForeSight Group, Sweden

“Will Keyser is one of those rare authors who has a special gift: the ability to take a complex topic that tends to get oversimplified—after  
all, how many startups actually succeed—and call out the essential elements into a recipe for success. He does this with wit, charm, and  
hands-on experiences... It's like having a coach in your pocket with whom you can converse. You can almost hear him whispering in your  
ear as you get ready for the action... It took a lifetime of experiences to create and package the Keyser wisdom for the budding  
entrepreneur waiting to emerge in all of us.”
—Victor Rosansky, CoFounder, TenXgrow LLC

“This book is a must read especially for someone planning or in the formative stages of starting a business. Will has been providing much  
needed counsel and mentoring to me as I engage in starting my own business. But reading this book has been liberating. Liberating in the  
sense that my story telling skills have been honed and perfected. I see a lot that I have been doing wrong, my ducks are now in a row. I  
look forward to telling my story and getting results in the process. Will’s grey hair experience and wisdom really comes out in this book.  
Founders are indeed story tellers!”
—Bonang Sealetsa, Managing Director and Founder, Institute of Entrepreneurial Development, Botswana

“A brief easy-to-grok guide on how to tell your story in a way that will capture the hearts of the people you need to engage. CSC has  
benefitted from using genuine voice and personal and powerful story telling to customers, investors and partners. This concise book and  
warm-hearted book helps anyone figure out how to tell their own story in a way that will count!”
—Rachel Maxwell, Co-Founder and CEO, Community Sourced Capital SPC

“I needed this book years ago, and still do today. As an entrepreneur building my third start-up, I have made all the mistakes Will Keyser  
identifies, focusing on the model, projections and the ‘how’—instead of sharing the ‘why’ through powerful storytelling. Storytelling is  
absolutely the most effective form of communication. Good ideas are plentiful, but turning an idea into a successful organization requires  
inspiring and convincing others, which is often challenging. I highly recommend Founders Are Storytellers to anyone launching a new 
business or nonprofit, as well as to seasoned entrepreneurs ready to hone their communication skills.”
—Ted Barber, Founder of social enterprise Prosperity Candle

Every 5 year old would rather hear a story than a lecture. Most adults feel the same way but are not willing to admit it. In Founders Are  
Storytellers, Will Keyser helps unmask the elements of what separates a great story from a boring narrative, and in the process challenges  
every entrepreneur to be their honest, authentic selves.
—Seth Goldman, Co-Founder and Chief TeaEO Emeritus,  Honest Tea
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Why	  Read	  This	  Book?
StartUp storytelling is the most effective form of communication available to the 

entrepreneur. It enables you to make 'me' into 'we': to achieve engagement with the 
audience to draw people into the significance of how your business will change the 
world.

Founders are good at this, at least the successful ones are. This book will help you 
understand why and how you can be a convincing storyteller yourself.

Convincing your audience in any circumstance is vital to the launch, and 
maintenance, of your startup. It needs almost to be an obsessive compulsive 
disorder. The trouble is OCD people can be boring to the point of people no longer 
listening. What you have to do is find a way to communicate obsessively.

Communicating what? Pitching almost everything to almost anyone, but certainly 
including:

! articulating your grand vision to everyone you meet;

! exciting listeners or readers about what is so special about what you're doing;

! offering a way of exhibiting your values without threadbare phrases;

! convincing partners to come on board;

! conveying to customers why your product or service offers them value;

! showing executives in equity finance how you will produce a return;

! reassuring loan providers that the business makes financial sense;

! persuading quality talent to join the company;

! giving suppliers good reason to do business with you.

Bits and bytes, bullets points and projections. Business audiences are overloaded 
with data. Data is necessary, but no longer sufficient to sell your idea for seeking 
sales, or finding funding. You already have what it takes, but your confidence may 
need a boost and your skills may need honing, but you are your biggest asset when it 
comes to conveying your story.

You'll have frequently heard the advice to build a business plan with all the bells 
and whistles when you make presentations to any of your stakeholders, but this 
book aims to convince you that going through that process may be necessary, but is 
not sufficient to engage the audience and get them to believe in your company 
almost as strongly as you do.

“The entrepreneur’s challenge is to effectively communicate their value 
proposition, not only to customers, but also to vendors, partners, investors, and 
their own team. Especially for technical founders, this is normally all about 
presenting impressive facts. But in reality facts only go so far. Stories often work 
better, because humans don’t always make rational decisions,” says Martin Zwilling 
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in Forbes.

Eileen Gittins, founder of publishing platform Blurb, says, “...when you’re out 
trying to raise money, facts and figures are necessary because that gives people 
confidence that you’ll be able to execute. But the facts and figures alone don’t tell 
them why it is that you’re going to change the world.” No one ever starts a business 
for no reason; they do it to change the world to a greater of lesser extent. Story is 
about something changing. That is reason enough for entrepreneurs to tell stories.

If you kiss the frog, you'll get your prince charming. That's why it's important to 
keep the end in mind. The princess was surprised and delighted by the result she 
achieved. When she kissed the slimy creature, the end she had in mind was to 
retrieve her lost ball. A worthy end it itself, and if you keep your eye on the ball, you 
too, will be surprised by the even better results you achieve.

She cannot see the ball, but she clearly envisions it. As Stephen Covey said, the 
importance of keeping the end in mind is “based on the principle that all things are 
created twice. There is a mental (first) creation, and a physical (second) creation.”

Lisa Cron, author of Wired for Story: The Writer's Guide to Using Brain Science to  
Hook Readers from the Very First Sentence, considers story to have been crucial to 
our evolution. “Opposable thumbs let us hang on; story told us what to hang on to.”

Your StartUp story has to make clear what to hang on to–what is at stake. Einstein 
said, “...my particular ability does not lie in mathematical calculation, but in 
visualizing effects, possibilities and consequences.” Effects, possibilities and 
consequences are what entrepreneurs are good at, but all too often they tell people 
about their mathematical calculations. Sticking to the facts may not be convincing 
enough.

The successful entrepreneur is someone who knows what to hang on to and is 
dedicated to purpose. Let your story be as thrilling as that of the princess, by 
keeping the end in mind and then experiencing it transforming into something even 
better. She wanted to get her ball back and she'd do anything to get it. Keeping her 
own end in mind, she achieved her purpose and ultimately gained even more, by 
marrying the prince.

Touting my 50-page business plan to venture capitalists produced no results. 
Obviously something was wrong. I was selling the what, not the why. As soon as I 
realized that, I found a way to make my story produce results.

My new story was about the problem I had encountered, and why my solution 
would work, even though it flouted conventional wisdom. Bingo, the next approach 
was successful–first time. But the VC did not want to read the plan full of 
projections, but rather wanted to get to know me and become convinced that my 
story made sense.

I had captured his attention, and he invited me to reveal more. 

That is what this book is about: how you can use storytelling to achieve the action 
you want. Not just to convince investors on your StartUp, but to reassure bankers, to 
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find partners, to launch the product or service, to get the best people, or to persuade 
skeptical suppliers, or any of the many reasons you have for getting people on 
board.

Most of all, your storytelling is vital to attract and retain dedicated customers, 
who will then voluntarily retell your story.

Kiss the frog, get the ball, and marry the prince!

Good entrepreneurs know all about getting their business model right and 
defining their value proposition, but writing them down and making PowerPoint 
slides for a presentation often fails to do the trick. Richard Branson who does not 
like PowerPoint, says, “I believe in conversation and eye contact.” Steve Jobs used 
that same practice and became a presentation mogul. Some storytellers like Branson 
and Jobs, just have a knack of making stories work, but it doesn't come naturally to 
all of us.

In short, tell the future story now (why the best customer bought); tell the story of 
the business meaning (why it's worth it); and tell the transformation story (why it 
will all be different).

 Reading Founders Are Storytellers: Be Convincing Wherever You Are will help you

! appreciate the benefits of StartUp storytelling;

! figure out which stories to tell;

! learn how to make storytelling work;

! find media to support your storytelling;

! understand why your stories need to be truthful;

! use ways to evaluate and rehearse your story;

! build your storytelling confidence.

When you set out on your storytelling journey, I suggest you focus on

! whys and hows, more than whats;

! acceleration, not distance;

! expectations, not promises;

! what it means + who benefits.

But above all, enjoy doing it.
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IntroducLon
While writing this book for entrepreneur founders, I have learned much myself, as 

I attempt to share ideas with you. You should remember that you are the expert and 
you already have more skills than you know. As Winston Churchill said, “Experts 
should be on tap, but never on top.”

Research is showing that stories actually stimulate the brain and even change how 
we act in life. This startled me at first, but upon reflection, I realized how natural 
this is. Words like 'lavender' or 'cinnamon' immediately conjure up situational 
images and activate the senses of smell or taste.

That's why metaphors are so effective, too. If an entrepreneur says, “we're on the 
starting blocks,” we know that the StartUp is about to be launched. But using the 
language 'about to be launched' is not so striking.

Research by Greg Stephens, Lauren Silbert and Uri Hasson at Princeton has shown 
that during effective communication, a speaker’s brain activity can actually be 
replicated in the listener’s mind. Similar locations in each person’s brain fire in 
unison in a phenomenon called “neural coupling.” They add, “This coupling vanishes 
when participants fail to communicate.”

They go on to say, “Moreover, though on average the listener's brain activity 
mirrors the speaker's activity with a delay, we also find areas that exhibit predictive 
anticipatory responses. We connected the extent of neural coupling to a quantitative 
measure of story comprehension and find that the greater the anticipatory speaker–
listener coupling, the greater the understanding.”

In layman's terms, for successful communication we need to be on the same 
wavelength. StartUps can be disruptive and confront hitherto unmet needs. That's 
why so often pitches of the business fail to convince the skeptic.

Marco Iacobini, a pioneer in the field, showed that our mirror neurons fire when 
we watch someone do something that we do ourselves (Mirroring People: The New 
Science of How We Connect with Others).

In his motivational theory, David McClelland described how people have a need for 
achievement (success with own efforts), a need for power (domination or influence), 
or a need for affiliation (friendly relations with others), and in differing degrees. 
Typically, the entrepreneur has a high orientation towards achievement, rather than 
the other two.

This need for achievement can often get in the way of successful communication. 
Thus an entrepreneur's very passion may get in the way of selling the story. Often 
the entrepreneur is a lone ranger, with no need for others–and he rides off into the 
sunset, alone.

McClelland considered that entrepreneurs do things in better ways and make 
decisions in times of uncertainty. The dream to achieve big results overpowers 
monetary or other external incentives. Thus as dreamers, the great ones are very 
often great storytellers, too.
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Vinod Khosla, the Indian-born co-founder of Sun Microsystems and now an 
investor and adviser at Khosla Ventures (click the link–there's lots of good 
entrepreneurial advice on his website), tells the story of how after Sun had become 
wildly successful, he took time off to learn hang-gliding and windsurfing and ponder 
why things had turned out the way they did. He concluded that it was all down to 
luck. 

His first pre-business plan is brief, to the point and partly hand written, but he 
identified the opportunity spot-on, as well as the other players in the field, existing 
sales and how he'd achieve results. The brief document shows how he would 
produce a graphics workstation with the lowest chip count and therefore high 
reliability, using a hardware design that was proven and market-ready. 

Luck? I'm not so sure. He was someone who, at age 20, tried to start a soy milk 
company to service the many people in India who did not have refrigerators, but 
failed, so he emigrated to the US instead.

Seth Goldman started out brewing the tea in his kitchen and storing it in 
thermoses. Only five weeks after quitting his fund management job, he perfected the 
brewing process and brought samples and a mock-up label to a meeting with the 
company that is now Whole Foods Market, hoping that they would place a small 
order. They asked for 15,000 bottles. The company he started, Honest Tea, is now 
the top-selling bottled organic tea in the US. In 2008, Coca-Cola took a 40 percent 
interest for $43 million and bought the rest of the company in 2011.

John Mackey, co-founder of Whole Foods Market, tells the story of how he and his 
girlfriend opened their first store in an old house with seed capital of $45,000 from 
friends and family. He says, “We were both very young (I was twenty-five and Renée 
was twenty-one) and idealistic, and we started the business because we wanted to 
sell healthy food to people, earn a decent living, and have fun doing both.” 

Fifty-page business plans full of optimistic 5-year projections and big screen 
presentations did not figure in either case. When Sun was launched, PowerPoint had 
not been invented. Selling a trial batch of tea was all that Goldman brought to Fresh 
Fields (later Whole Foods). Mackey, its co-founder, wanted simply to feel good about 
what he did, while making an honest living.

Seth Godin tells would-be entrepreneurs, “Invent stuff worth talking about; tell 
stories about what you've invented.” He also says, “Great stories make a promise. 
They promise fun, safety or a shortcut. The promise needs to be bold and audacious. 
It’s either exceptional or it’s not worth listening to. Great stories are trusted. Trust is 
the scarcest resource we've got left.”

As Eaamonn O'Brien of The Reluctant Speaker's Club (Dublin, Ireland) says “Stories 
are more engaging than ‘information’ because those who hear them tend to become 
more involved–becoming more active than passive listeners.”

I can hear you saying, “I can't tell stories. I'm not creative.” Not so, since the idea 
of storytelling appeals to you and you are reading this book. You are also starting a 
new business, or developing an early-stage one. 
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So, if you doubt your ability, just do a little exercise with yourself: figure out a way 
to teach a bushman how to ski. Not on the ski slope, but in the Kalahari Desert. You, 
of course, speak English and this imaginary Batswana (a person from Botswana) only 
speaks Setswana. Mmm.

Consider what's at stake. That's what storytellers focus on.

Founders Are Storytellers: Be Convincing Wherever You Are is in two parts. 

The first five chapters offer general guidance on StartUp storytelling, tells you why 
you should keep the end in mind and how to do it. 

The second part gives specific tips on the ways you can make sure that the story 
and its telling are fully effective.

There is also a Postscript, which you do not have to read unless it calls you. It's 
about you and how you can prepare yourself before embarking upon storytelling and 
sustain yourself through the process once or many times.

There's a Brief Bio about me, which you can easily skip.

The last section is my Acknowledgments for the people who have helped me write 
and edit this book. They have all been my teachers. 

You should be able to read the whole thing in 1-3 sittings. Make light of it.
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How	  The	  Book	  Is	  Structured
There are two parts of the book. 

Part One aims to show you why storytelling can make or break your new business. 
I don't think any StartUp is going to make headway or gain traction without good 
storytelling. Tha's why I called the book, Founders Are Storytellers.

Part Two is more about how to go about telling an effective startup story. We all 
tell stories, but mainly without thinking or planning them in advance. Here in this 
part of the book, you will learn technique.

At the end of each chapter, there are five key takeaways for the chapter, to serve 
as a reminder of the key points you have just read.

When you get to the Postscript, among other ideas, you'll find a simple graphic on 
the Story Sequence, as a reminder that you might want to print as a 'flash card'.

There are lots of hyperlinks for you to follow. 

You should be able to read the whole book in a one to three sittings. Have fun and 
try out some of the ideas as you go along. Practice is all.

There are a wide range of storytelling methods and techniques described in the 
book and there are links to many created by other people. There are four key tools 
you may want to copy and keep by you, as you develop your own stories. They are:

1. The 6-box Storyboard (Chapter 2)

2. The Message Map (Chapter 9)

3. The Startup Storytelling Rubric (Chapter 10)

4. The Story Sequence (Postscript).

I am very open to comments and suggestions to everything in the book, so feel 
free to write to me at will@startupowl.com.
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Part	  One:	  Why	  Keep	  the	  End	  in	  Mind

Chapter	  1:	  Tip	  the	  Balance	  in	  Your	  Favor:	  Overtures	  of	  Possibility	  

“Once upon a time...” You only have to hear those four simple words, and you are 
almost hooked at once. The phrase invites listeners into the story and lets them 
share the visions of the storyteller. In a business setting, you have already captured 
attention. The listener's mind is responding by thinking, “What's this all going to be 
about?”

This first chapter is about why you should be using storytelling in your StartUp 
and what the key characteristics of those stories should be.

As you start out on the storytelling adventure be aware that you are opening the 
audience to possibility. Something good can happen. So often, presentations, both 
formal and informal, are plain old dull. What we need to do is to excite.

Why do I call the book, Founders Are Storytellers: Be Convincing Wherever You 
Are? Because when you tell stories, you don't want to forget the punchline. When I'm 
telling jokes, I often do. The punchline, or the 'ask' is why you kiss the frog, so that 
he'll turn into a handsome prince. But there's another idea to guide you: 'keep your 
feet on the ground'. It's also easy to get carried away and when you're StartUp 
storytelling, but it's vital to ensure that the story is relevant and meaningful.

Being convincing wherever you are. This is critical. Have the story clear and 
adaptable. You should be able to use the essence of it as:

! a tag line to amplify your venture's name;

! an intro on a cold call, when all you're seeking to do is to get a meeting;

! an 'elevator pitch', when you only have a few moments to get another chance 
to amplify your offer;

! a theme for a brochure, or other promotional material;

! the structure for a full business pitch for business or funding;
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! a clear framework for colleagues to present a consistent message.

Make sure your story is strategic. Ask yourself if it will take your closer to your 
strategic intent. If it is, it will also be sticky (as in Made to Stick, the Heath Brothers' 
book, which is about why some ideas thrive while others die–and how we can 
improve the chances of worthy ideas.).

You have likely seen many ineffective presentations. In fact, you are an expert at 
sitting through hopeless presentations, where the presenter loves his stuff, but has 
not kept the end in mind, or what actions he or she seeks to result. You have had to 
sit through presentations with endless PowerPoint slides crammed with too much 
data. 

You have watched people reading their boring slides to you. Nancy Duarte, author 
of Slide:ology, recommends that for an hour's presentation with 30 slides, presenters 
spend about 30 hours on crafting the story (researching, sketching, storyboarding, 
scripting and revising), another 30 on building the slides and a final 30 on 
rehearsing. Basically what's she's saying is: start with paper, not slides.

Sure, good pertinent slides can help, especially if you follow Guy Kawasaki’s 30-
30-10 rule: use a minimum of 30 point text, take no more than 20 minutes and, he 
says, only ten slides. Dave Paradi thinks that PowerPoint wastes $252 million a day! 
The results of his 2011 Annoying PowerPoint survey, revealed that:

! the speaker read the slides to us – 73.8%;

! full sentences instead of bullet points – 51.6%;

! the text was so small I couldn’t read it – 48.1%;

! slides hard to see because of color choice – 34.0%;

! overly complex diagrams or charts – 26.0%.

You may be shocked to know that SlideRocket found that 32% of people actually 
fall asleep during PowerPoint presentation. Make sure your audience stays awake!

Think of the best business presentation you ever attended. What are the three 
special characteristics they had?

My guess is that they probably

1. told a story that you remember (what it's about);

2. had one idea per slide (how the company/product is different);

3. focused on the audience, not the slides (why listeners should take action).

At the Palo Alto software company Palantir  (“When we talk about mission, we 
mean making the world a better place—helping our users solve their hardest, most 
pressing problems.”), there are no sales people and everyone is given two books to 
read. One is about 9/11 and the other is a book (Impro for Storytellers) by Keith 
Johnstone a doyen of improvisational theater in the UK. He describes storytelling as 
“frightening (and exhilarating), because it involves a journey into the unknown.
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Why might this be instructive for entrepreneurs? Are they not per se, the arch-
improvisors? Yes, but the key is that entrepreneurs are always selling something. As 
Daniel Pink's survey shows in his book, To Sell is Human: the Surprising Truth About  
Moving Others, 70 per cent of people at work reported that that they spent at least 
some of their time “persuading or convincing others.”

The first step of storytelling is generally to attract attention. The best route for 
this is to make an emotional appeal. John Medina in his book, Brain Rules, says. “An 
emotionally charged event (usually called an ECS, short for an emotionally charged 
stimulus) is the best processed kind of external stimulus ever measured. Emotionally 
charged events persist much longer in our memories and are recalled with greater 
accuracy than neutral memories.”

The psychologists Melanie Green and Tim Brock argue (Persuasion: Psychological  
Insights and Perspectives) that entering fictional worlds “radically alters the way 
information is processed.” Green and Brock’s study shows that the more absorbed 
readers are in a story, the more the story changes them. Melanie Green says, “we 
have explored a process we call 'transportation into narrative world', a type of 
mental involvement in narratives that may facilitate the integration of knowledge 
from the narrative world into real-world judgments”

Many experts in the art of persuasion would tell you that Aristotle, the father of 
the art, defined the essentials of persuading and convincing others is to: 

1. use your credibility or character (ethos) to produce trust; 

2. use emotional appeal to sway others towards your idea (pathos) to connect;

3. use reasoning, or data (logos) to demonstrate why your idea makes sense.

How often do we try to proceed in the other direction and wonder why we fail to 
get the actions we want and have others cooperate with us in our endeavor? 
Research at Emory University suggests that the altruistic drive to cooperate is 
biologically embedded–either genetically programmed or acquired, and that social 
cooperation is intrinsically rewarding to the human brain.

In other words, if we can appeal to that altruism in others, it sets off the same 
kind of pleasurable brain reaction that is triggered by chocolate. The audience wants 
to share the storyteller's enthusiasm and by appealing first at the emotional level it 
creates a chocolate-like 'mmmm'. A good place to start.

 Dr Dan Siegel is a pioneer in a field he calls interpersonal neurobiology. Do not be 
put off by the term. He describes how, “In a relationship, integration entails each 
person’s being respected for his or her autonomy and differentiated self while at the 
same time being linked to others in empathic communication.”

This 'empathic communication' he talks about is related to Dr Daniel Goleman's 
statement that we are “wired to connect” (in his book, Social Intelligence). The 
storyteller can bring facts to life, but cannot do that by drowning the audience with 
data from the start. First, it's necessary to create the best conditions for empathetic 
communication, and use the predisposition to connect so that we do. 
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Goleman says, “Entrepreneurs need to be very effective story tellers, because 
basically it’s a promise of a possibility that they're selling to people, and they're 
mobilizing people around them. If anything, I think this has probably become too 
important. Namely, if you're a great story teller, you have more success than 
warranted, and if you're a lousy story teller you may never get to first base.”

I went on a sales training course as a young manager and one of the first things 
we were told to do before a sales call was to go to the bathroom, stand in front of a 
mirror and tell the mirror how much we loved ourselves and smile. It seemed very 
corny at the time, but if you understand endorphins, you will get a sense of why the 
exercise was worthwhile.

Endorphins are neurotransmitters, chemicals that pass along signals from one 
neuron to the next. Neurotransmitters play a key role in the function of the central 
nervous system and can either prompt or suppress the further signaling of nearby 
neurons. A smile can activate them positively. I have experimented with smiles when 
meditating. First I meditate with a relaxed face and then bring my face in a slight 
smile. Because there are not many distractions, I can feel something positive infusing 
my body.

We can do that when we tell stories. Then the listeners feel it, too. In opera and 
musical comedy, shows have an overture, intended as an introduction. An overture 
can also be an act, offer, or proposal that indicates readiness to undertake a course 
of action or open a relationship. So, the storyteller needs to create an overture.

The best business performer I know has an overture that he repeats over and over 
with all kinds of audience. I have watched this friend of mine, George Labovitz, a 
Boston University professor of management, give the same speech multiple times, 
live, and on video. He's a person of compelling energy, not one to look over his 
spectacles and pause for students to pay attention. In fact, many of his speeches are 
not to students at all. They are to corporate and government leaders.

Before he opens his mouth, George spends silent time on stage or at the podium, 
laying out reference materials that he draws from a tattered old brown leather 
professorial briefcase. He does this seemingly oblivious of the audience. In fact, he 
seems rapt in academic attention, closely examining and arranging the documents, 
papers and books that he lays out.

The audience watches in anticipation of wisdom from the master. And they get it! 
But George never once examines the material on the table, because it is totally 
internalized, though he may glance at the a specific document as though he were 
citing a reference. This is his overture—to a brilliant performance. Like any overture, 
it gets you ready for what follows. His speeches draw on stories from his consulting 
experience; and the academic references sound more like stories. His subject is 
organizational behavior; and he brings the researches of Landsberger (the Hawthorne 
Effect), Herzberg (Two-Factor Theory), and Maslow (Hierarchy of Needs) to life.

One of the most interesting discoveries in social science recently is that we 
cooperate naturally. There is much evidence of the propensity to cooperate in 
nature, like how:
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! components in a cell work together to keep it living;

! neurons create thought and consciousness, other cells work together and 
communicate to produce multicellular organisms;

! organisms form food chains and ecosystems;

! people form families, tribes, cities and nations;

! atoms cooperate in a simple way, by combining to make up molecules.

But beyond that, language helps people cooperate. Rewards go further than 
punishment in building human cooperation and benefiting the common good, 
according to research published by researchers at Harvard University and the 
Stockholm School of Economics. We are seeing more and more cooperation in what 
has traditionally been seen as a competitive environment.

In fact, there is a (horrible) word that is finding a lot of followers these days. It's 
'coopetition', or cooperative competition. It does not violate anti-trust legislation, but 
rather, occurs when companies interact with partial congruence of interests. They 
cooperate with each other to reach a higher value creation if compared to the value 
created without interaction. We are living in a world of increasing co-creation, where 
marketing focuses on value for the firm and the customer. The peer-to-peer 
movement, crowdsourcing and crowdfunding exemplify this new attitude to 
economic progress.

Thus for the storyteller, it's important to remember this propensity to cooperate 
and share, because if you can win over the audience from the start, you are much 
more likely to convey the message within your story.

As an entrepreneur, you inevitably have your passion and your product, and your 
StartUp focus is revenue and getting to scale, or off first base. The only real place 
that revenue comes from is the customer. As a StartUp storyteller, you should be 
treating every audience as a customer, for that is what they are, whether you are 
looking to sell or position the product or the company to raise finance, find partners, 
or convince anybody to cooperate. 

Oracle, the IT colossus, uses storytelling as a key to successful selling. Their 
Group VP for Global Sales Support, John Burke says, “salespeople don't often know 
the real stories behind why their customers bought and how their customers actually 
use their products.” He explains that's one reason why they teach the sales people 
how to tell stories. Ursula Burns, the CEO of Xerox calls herself “chief storyteller”, 
because ,”It is all about having people understand and align and feel engaged, getting 
passionate about what they do.”

Through storytelling you will be testing your hypothetical, seed, or early-stage 
business every time you write or share it. What great feedback you will get. Don't be 
dismayed “if at first you don't succeed, but try, try and try again.” Failure is the 
natural lot of the entrepreneur. Being a person of resilience, the founder sees 
problems as opportunities to learn.
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You might now be thinking, “but I don't have any storytelling ideas about my 
business.” There are many ways to seek inspiration, but an interesting one is Hatch's 
Plot Bank, a website designed to help novel, short story, movie, television, play, and 
video game writers develop new plot ideas. Why would I send you there? You are not 
writing a novel. You are trying to get a business going. 

But the site has over 2,000 plot scenarios. Three I picked at random are;

! accused of unfair business practices in town;

! the business can't afford such a massive machine;

! low income man has secretly funded homeless shelter.

Have a look at Hatch's Plot Bank to tickle your StartUp storytelling imagination, if 
you are struggling with how you can create a good story line for your StartUp. What 
the plot bank does is remind us that really down-to-earth people stories are what 
'hook' us. You could even take those three scenarios above and in your head 
improvise a StartUp story around them.

Stephen Denning (The Leader's Guide to Storytelling: Mastering the Art and  
Discipline of Business Narrative) suggests that you concentrate your storytelling 
learning under four headings:

! Style

! Truth

! Preparation

! Delivery.

The style of your story needs to match your personality and the 'truth' of your 
business or nonprofit. If you see an amazing presentation, don't be tempted to copy 
the style unless you feel really comfortable with it. I remember seeing a striking 
presentation using the Prezi software. I tried it myself later, but I could not get used 
to the way the presentation moved, but you should take a look and decide for 
yourself.

I think I have probably already said enough about truth, but you can no longer get 
away with hiding it. Your dissembling will be transparent. Using pat phrasing or 
trying to express things in 'business-speak' will not work. When I started in business 
in the 1960s, we were encouraged to use jargon. I tell you to avoid words and 
expressions like: actionable, deep dive, low-hanging fruit, on the same page, traction, 
quick-fix, outside the box. Say what you really mean in simple English.

Preparation and rehearsal are critical.  That does not mean you should avoid 
spontaneity, but without preparation, you will get yourself in a tangle and inevitably 
the unexpected questions will throw you off balance. 

Following preparation, you will need to refine your delivery, and again be 
comfortable with it. When I am teaching (pitching in an academic setting), I need to 
be mobile. If the room has a lectern, I push it to one side. In fact in most situations, 
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other than a set-piece conference speech, I will re-arrange the room to to suit my 
delivery style. Mine involves moving around a lot, going closer or further away from 
the audience or members of it, as I want to emphasize something or release tension, 
for example.

The rest of this book will give you help in each of these areas to ensure buy-in to 
your value proposition.

Chapter 1 Takeaways
1. Tell a story that's relevant and meaningful to the audience.

2. Perfect your story with the three 'R's: Research, Revise and Rehearse.

3. Create a memorable and persuasive story about the difference of your idea 
and the benefit of buying-in.

4. Use your personal credibility, make an emotional appeal, and explain why 
your story makes sense.

5. At the outset of the story, empathize by promising possibility and remember 
the natural propensity to co-operate.
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Chapter	  2:	  Create	  ExpectaLon:	  Desire	  Consequence

If you think of the great stories of your childhood, you will be reminded of how 
they created expectation. Both your own stories, and the ones you read, led you to 
believe something would happen next. And remember, as Keith Johnstone says, “the 
audience is part of the show.”

This chapter shares ideas about how you can design a way of telling your story 
that leads naturally to the kind of action you seek: the next step in the sales process; 
agreement to consider the funding of your business further; commitment to examine 
more closely the strategy you propose, for example.

The themes can be of infinite variety and only limited by your own imagination. It 
might be 'slaying the dragon'. In my own StartUp context, the dragon might have 
been the fact that every so-called expert that I consulted, told me that the business 
concept would never fly. These experts included management academics, senior 
managers, professionals, bankers—and even my own Dad. Needless to say, I slew the 
dragon by opening the business with three clients already signed up.

You have your own stories. You just may not have seen how to make them useful 
in your communication with others. Think about themes such as:

! a news story,

! a romance,

! a thriller,

! a quest,

! a fantasy,

! a revelation,
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! a fable, or even,

! just a funny story.

How do they translate into your business context or a new product story? You 
know your own stories, but you may not yet have figured out how they will make 
your communication come alive. Feel comfortable admitting frailty. For example, as 
you planned your new business, you no doubt had some difficulties. Articulate them, 
but be sure to show how you overcame them or turned them into opportunities.

I suggest that one kind of storytelling could be a funny story. I have a strong word 
of caution about humor, though. Don't force it, if you are not already accomplished 
as a humorist or funny story teller. You are likely to be like a bad stand-up comic 
whose jokes fall flat. I am the archetypal 'forgets the punchline' joke teller. I can 
manage one or two jokes that my father told when I was a kid, but no more. On the 
other hand I don't at all mind telling funny stories about my own misadventures. 
Pick your ground.

Here are some simple steps to help you in the process of defining your stories.

Decide who the characters are. It may be just you, but if it involves others, don't 
make the list too long. Then decide on the setting. Keep this simple, too. Be clear 
about who the characters are and where they are. You set the problem, and describe 
the events that lead towards the solution.

When you state the problem, do it so that a positive answer is implied. Bob the 
Builder has a good approach. “Can we fix it?” he asks, creating the expectation that 
“yes, we can.” As you set out to tell your story, and ask a question like Bob's, you 
begin to get the audience on your side. Anticipate the answers to your own 
questions.

When founders present, they are often tempted to go straight to the solution, 
because they are so in love with it. Thereby they risk “breathing their own exhaust”, 
in the expression of Lisa Gansky, author of The Mesh: Why the Future of Business is  
Sharing. She says, “When you create something, you can fall in love with it and aren’t 
able to see or hear anything contrary. Whatever comes out of your mouth is all 
you’re inhaling…”

If you move away from making a declaration to asking a question, you'll get away 
from breathing your own exhaust. It will take you away from the 'what' to the 'why'.

To create an expectation, first ensure that your story has a good basic storyboard. 
Emma Coats, a former Pixar story artist (on the film Brave, for example), suggests 
that you do it like Pixar does. In the time honored fashion, start off with, “Once upon 
a time there was ______. Every day, ______. One day ______. Because of that, ______. 
Because of that, ______. Until finally ______.”

Why would a storyteller need a storyboard, you may ask, knowing that 
storyboards were invented by the Walt Disney Studio way back when, as graphic 
organizers in the form of illustrations or images displayed in sequence for the 
purpose of pre-visualizing a cartoon. The principle remains the same for a StartUp 
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story. I insist, it's vital to keep the end in mind, as you build the storyboard.

You can of course use a simple 6-box grid like this, if you are a visual person:

Once upon a time

the youngest and most  
beautiful daughter of the  

king

Every day

went to the well deep in the  
forest, where she played with  

her golden ball.

One day

she tossed the ball into the  
air and it fell into the well  
when she failed to catch it,  

and burst into tears.

Because of that

a frog offered help to 
recover the ball, if only  

she would love him 
dearly.

Because of that

she saw her chance of help  
and agreed, so the next day  

the frog turned up at the  
castle to claim his inamorata.

Until finally

the king commanded she 
keep her promise; so she 

kisses the frog who 
promptly changes into a 

prince.

Of course, that is the very simplified version of the fairy tale, but it should give 
you a model. Here, on the other hand, is a storyboard version of one of my StartUp 
attempts that never got off the ground:

Once upon a time

there was no way of  
forecasting the propensity 

of a person to later  
contract Alzheimer's, or the 

suffering involved.

Every day

individuals and their  
families were devastated 
and impoverished by the 

consequences of a
disease that has no cure.

One day

an ophthalmologist saw 
misfolded proteins in some 

eyes–the body's only 
transparent organ–

indicating inflammation.

Because of that

and the correlation with 
inflammation undetected  
elsewhere in the body, he  
confirmed it with blood 
work and other tests.

Because of that

he suggested changes in 
diet & behavior to reduce 
inflammation to avoid the  
worst effects of potential  

neuro-degenerative 
diseases, like Alzheimer's.

Until finally

early detection of the risk of  
such diseases occurring 

later, and their treatment  
could reduce much family 

misery and millions of  
dollars in cost.

Naturally your storytelling does not win every time. We did not. Our StartUp never 
took off. It may have been that our timing was out. We put it down to VCs wanting 
cures, not diagnoses of Alzheimer's. Misfolded beta amaloid proteins in the brain 
form clumps called plaques seem to block communication between neurons and 
tangles of another protein called tau kill brain cells, knocking our memory, then 
speech and thinking. That's what 'cure' researchers are looking to find, but we felt 
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that prevention might be less costly than cure, and while not curing people afflicted 
we might reduce the incidence, but there's less money in that. Jay Ingram, author of 
the book, 'Fatal Flaws', agrees that the slowing or even prevention of the disease's 
progress, “...the societal benefit would be incalculable.”

On the other hand, we might have just not told a good enough story. Several years 
after trying to establish our business, called Eyes2Health, another eye-based StartUp 
for predicting Alzheimer's, called Neurotrack, has a means of early detection of 
Alzheimer's through optometry, called Imprint™. But their target market is the 
pharmaceutical industry—to identify good drug test candidates—not suffering 
patients, as was the target market of our unrealized StartUp.

Currently there are about 5 million Americans with Alzheimer's, forecasted to rise 
rapidly in the coming years. The Rand Corporation (New England Journal of 
Medicine, April 2013) suggests the disease costs the US as much as $153 billion 
already and they expect this to double by 2040. We may not have had the 
fundamentals of our StartUp right, but we know we did fail to get our own story 
right.

Here is another story of failure (!) in a storyboard—a business strategy story:

Once upon a time

Kodak was a company, 
formed by George Eastman 

in 1880, that dominated 
the photographic market 

world wide and their name 
was synonymous with  

photography, as well as  
cinematography. 

Every day

people all over the world  
were taking photographs 
and making movies using 

Kodak film and 
radiographers did the 
same with x-rays; in its  

heyday Kodak employed 
140,000 people. Most  

images were commercially 
processed.

One day

a Kodak employee, Steven 
Sasson, invented the digital  

camera (1975); the word 
'pixel' became widely 

known, though published by  
Fred Billingsley at the Jet  
Propulsion Lab ten years  

earlier, as a contraction of  
'picture' and 'element'.

Because of that

the invention spawned 
new companies anxious to  
take advantage of digital  

imagery. Top management 
at Kodak failed to  

appreciate the potential of  
the patent they held, and  
these newcomers could 

bypass Kodak's distribution  
network, 'processing' their  

own images. 

Because of that

the use of the new 
electronic technology grew 

massively as the 
predilection for hard prints  
waned rapidly. Users found 
new applications, as Kodak 
maintained its attachment  

to legacy assets and 
entrenched culture, failing 
to develop a meaningful  

strategy for change.

Until finally

showing how easy it is to  
get things wrong, and miss  
opportunities, Kodak went  
into bankruptcy in 2012;  
attempts to sell its digital  

imaging patents had 
largely failed. The company 
emerged, much chastened 
and smaller (4,700 people)  

about a year later.
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Take a look at Emma Coats' 22 Rules to Phenomenal Storytelling in an excellent 
Infographic. A very handy piece of 'equipment' is the Presentation Zen Sketchbook. 
This storyboarding sketchbook is like a journal for presenters of all types—it’s an 
analog place to go and sketch out presentation ideas. There are blank pages in the 
Sketchbook for jotting down notes, creating mind maps (a diagram used to visually 
outline information, often created around a single word or text, placed in the center, 
to which associated ideas, words and concepts are added), or using whatever 
brainstorming techniques you find helpful. 

A storyboarding technique presenters often use, involves writing down ideas on 
sticky notes and then arranging them as they build the structure of their 
presentations. You could jot the heading for each of Emma's six-box storyboard on 
each one. Some of the pages contain blank boxes that are sized for small sticky notes 
so you can use this technique to storyboard your own presentations.

On the basis of two heads are often better than one, you might get even better 
results if you try this approach (it's called affinity diagramming, by the way) with 
colleagues or friends. Affinity diagramming is devastatingly simple. It was devised 
by Jiro Kawakita in the 1960s. Some things other than hippies happened back then! 
Jiro is an amazing fellow who devised his KJ Method, based on what he called the 
Key Problem Approach, largely as a result of his experience dealing with an 
ecological disaster in a Himalayan village in 1951 (the Sikha Valley Project) after 
finding dissatisfaction with other anthropological field techniques. His life’s work 
has been about creating harmony from chaos.

You can do the process solo or in a group. Generally it works best in a group. The 
dynamics and feeding from others’ ideas is really stimulating. You may want to start 
by using brainstorming to get the ideas out into the open.

1. Record each idea or piece of data on index cards or sticky notes;

2. pin or stick them up on a board; look for ideas or data that seem to be related;

3. sort the cards or notes into clusters of ones that seem to be alike in nature;

Then you may start to see patterns that enable re-grouping, or creating new sub-
groups. After this the story may emerge without effort.

Characterization: characterization is the art of creating characters for a narrative. 
You build the characters by means of description, through their actions, speech, or 
thoughts. Use the storyboard as a way of keeping the character(s) in note form, or 
graphic form, if that's your thing. 

The characters will start as ideas in your head, but they'll evolve as you repeat the 
story, get feedback from others, or simply as they grow. Even when I tell stories 
about myself, my self-characterization evolves. I'm not inventing, but bringing out 
aspects of myself that will help the story flow. You need to know the name(s) and 
physical appearance, if not known already. 

The characters may, of course be generic, such as politicians, Texas residents, or 
teenagers, in which case, that may be their definition. In any case, they all have 
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thoughts, feelings, speech and actions. Other peoples' reactions to them help define 
them, too.  The characters are key, and they have to fit into a plot, with a beginning, 
middle and end.

Scene Setting: The plot of the story takes place somewhere specific, or at least the 
conditions surrounding the characters or even the juxtaposition of two characters. 
Maybe the secretary finds a stiletto in the boss's filing cabinet, or the lawmakers of 
Texas introduce legislation banning lollipops. The scene may be a place or just the 
characteristics of the place. Does it involve the city or the countryside, the 
boardroom or the boardwalk?

Problem Definition: The second aspect of plot concerns the issue. It can arise 
from the characters themselves, or the data or experience they confront. In the case 
of the Texas lawmakers, it might concern the skinny or obese ones, or research 
showing that lollipops have led to violence because their sticks resemble gun barrels, 
or a lawsuit brought by PE teachers against a school district following a lollipop stick 
piercing a gymnast's foot.

Description of Events: The things that happen on an entrepreneur's journey 
define how the problem is solved, or the world can be saved. The events part of 
storyboarding is the core of the plot. It's the events that bring the whole thing to life. 

The first great invention developed by Edison was the tin foil phonograph. While 
working to improve the efficiency of a telegraph transmitter, he noted that the tape 
of the machine gave off a noise resembling spoken words when played at a high 
speed. This caused him to wonder if he could record a telephone message. 

Problem Solution: The solution is the payoff that leads irrevocably to the frog 
turning into the prince. Edison began experimenting with the diaphragm of a 
telephone receiver by attaching a needle to it. He reasoned that the needle could 
prick paper tape to record a message. His experiments led him to try a stylus on a 
tinfoil cylinder, which, to his great surprise, played back the short message he 
recorded, "Mary had a little lamb."

This is frequently where the problem-to-solution idea leads the entrepreneur to 
define the value proposition: why the customer believes that value will be 
experienced. It also enables the narrator/presenter to ask for a further action, like 
investment in the business, the purchase of product, or even simply a commitment 
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to take the next step, such as a date for a further meeting.

As you work towards such an end, or 'ask', each stage of your story should be 
building anticipation of what will happen next. Even in movies or animations, it's 
important to 'set up' to 'pay off.' When you think about movies you have really 
enjoyed, that anticipation may have occurred almost without you noticing, but it's 
anticipation that keeps your attention. That anticipation draws you in and keeps you 
focused. A boring recital of business data or product features, will not.

One of the key components of the learning-by-doing that Toastmasters uses is to 
create anticipation to turn audiences from observers into participants and they 
stress the importance of a 'call to action'.

During an interview with poet Carl Sandburg, a reporter asked, "In your opinion, 
what's the ugliest word in the English language?" The poet frowned. "The ugliest 
word in the English language?" he repeated, furrowing his brow and staring in the 
distance. "Ugliest?" he muttered to himself. "Ugliest. The ugliest word." He reflected 
awhile, face knotted in thought. After a long, pregnant pause, Sandburg's eyes 
brightened and returned to the reporter's. "The ugliest word is – 'exclusive'."

In this story, notice that the poet uses facial expression, pauses and repetition to 
keep the audience guessing. I bet at the time, the reporter was supplying the 'ugliest 
word' in his mind, waiting on the poet to answer. Think of the Three Little Pigs story 
and how it builds anticipation. Saying that bricks are best for house construction 
would not have cut it.

An article published by West Side Toastmasters in Los Angeles suggests that the 
three main ways of creating anticipation are:

! repetition and surprise;

! emotional and sensual detail; and

! foreshadowing.

Foreshadowing... what's that? If you hint at what's come and deliver later in the 
story, then your audience is already primed for the answer and thus ready to accept 
and believe it.

When I tell the story of my first StartUp, I begin with the fact that I had failed a 
couple of times before and when I finally thought I had the right idea, nobody 
agreed. That generally created a reaction of, “So, what happened, since you are here 
to tell the tale?” I begged the question and I had gained a certain amount of 
sympathy with my failure sob stories and then that 'everyone was against me'. The 
audience was (a) sympathetic and (b) wanted to know what came next.

Then, of course I moved on to some cliff-hangers about the early days of coming 
to the brink of going bust. Those incidents enabled me to describe the positive 
consequences in a way that was believable, since they were indeed, foreshadowed. In 
the story of little red riding hood, it really helps that you get goose bumps when you 
learn about the big bad wolf and can picture him in grandma's bed and nightcap, so 
that you are on the edge of your seat to know what happens when the child opens 
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the door of the cottage. The context, too is very important in the Brothers Grimm 
story, since you gain the picture of the safe village from which the girl sets out and 
the intimidating forest she has to cross to get to grandma's. Oh yes, and along the 
way, don't forget the great branding of the little red hood!

The Grimms were good at beginnings, middles and endings: scene-setting, 
consequences and convincing endings. Grandma come safe out of the wolf's belly 
and is reunited with her grand-daughter. The rocks that the woodcutter puts in his 
belly in her place, mean that he can't get away unscathed. 

Chapter 2 Takeaways
1. Use storyboarding: 'Once upon a time, there was... Every day... One day...  

Because of that... Because of that... Until finally...'

2. Try brainstorming and affinity diagramming.

3. Decide on the characters that fit the plot, and set the scene of the story.

4. Define the problem or opportunity in terms of what's missing; create 
anticipation.

5. Describe the events that lead to the pay-off solution, or the delivery of the 
value proposition.
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Chapter	  3:	  Tell	  True	  Stories:	  Ensure	  Belief

Tell your true story with a beginning a middle and an end, just like the Brothers 
Grimm. I'd stretch that statement a bit by saying that, if not a true story, make sure 
it's genuine. 'Genuine' in the sense that it represents reality and is not fake; it's frank 
and honest. In business today there is a lot of talk about being authentic, as in 
authentic leadership1. Your storytelling must be authentic to build trust and belief. 
“To thine own self be true,” as Polonius says in Shakespeare's Hamlet.

This chapter helps you avoid getting so caught up in facts in figures that you even 
bore yourself. When I started work, the expectation was that managers wore stiff 
collars and carried bowler hats (I'm a Brit by origin). Now it's important to be who 
you are and not try to 'do it by the book'. Your story is exciting—make sure it comes 
across that way.

Authenticity should demonstrate not only integrity, but understanding and 
empathy. One of the means by which you can demonstrate this is by improvising. 
While I talked about the storyboarding process in the last chapter and planning and 
rehearsing being important, you need to maintain spontaneity and be vulnerable.

We all stumble, even if we put on a brave face. In business we have long lauded 
'strong leadership', but truth and authenticity do not demonstrate weakness, rather 
the contrary. 

You can even encourage your audience to participate with you in improvising. You 
can invite your audience to act out the truth you are offering. You don't need to put 
individuals in a difficult place; you can suggest working briefly in pairs or threes to 
act out a situation. It might demonstrate a point about a product, a market 
opportunity, or unproductive behaviors, for instance.

1 Authentic leadership is an approach to leadership that emphasizes building the leader's legitimacy 
through honest relationships with followers which value their input and are built on an ethical 
foundation. Generally, authentic leaders are positive people with truthful self-concepts who 
promote openness.
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Often enough I have worked with top managers who are frustrated by no one 
wanting to tell them bad news, their reports who mask poor performance, or who do 
tell them bad news without offering any suggestions to improve the situation. I never 
did it, but in retrospect I might have asked managers to improvise/act out example 
stories to demonstrate uncomfortable truths. With the boss present, a dialogue 
would have been facilitated.

You'll notice how effective presenters, and stand-up comics, use audience 
participation. They don't allow themselves to be thrown off track, but use the ideas 
raised and weave them back into their story.

A true story will tend to make a presentation real and believable. When I tell 
people that I started my first business at the age of nine, they picture the boy with 
the lemonade stand. It gets their attention. Actually, mine was a stand selling lilies of 
the valley on a corner of New York Route 25a (not as busy in 1948 as it is now) to 
Manhattanites returning to New York City after weekending on Long Island.

This anecdote was a way to attract positive attention among the audience on more 
than one occasion. I told it very naturally as part of my own experience, but it 
created sympathy to think of the kid in short pants out there selling stuff to tired 
travelers. I guessed they could almost smell the sweet scent of the flowers.

You can tell the story in the first or the third person, so it can as well be about 
your own experience or that of someone else. You can even borrow a story if it's 
genuine. A little example I often tell is about, David, a colleague in my StartUp who 
went to a client's office to get a late payment. 

David was told the boss was the signing authority and he was not in the office. 
Sitting down in the reception area and opening his newspaper, David said he'd wait, 
despite insistence to the contrary by the front desk. He waited about an hour and 
then the boss returned. It turned out that the boss needed a second signatory to the 
check. David again sat down to wait, unperturbed and continued reading the cricket 
scores. 

Now it was 5:30 and time for the office to close. Still he sat. He said he'd stay all 
night if need be, and that they should be free to call the police to have him evicted—
if they wished. The cops might be interested in the unpaid bill, he averred quietly.  
Five minutes later a check for full settlement of our overdue bill arrived. The 
newspaper was folded, the check dropped into the briefcase, and David went home.

You believe the story, don't you, because I made the context clear and told it so 
you would see the reality. David was his real name, too.

If your story concerns your product or your brand, then it may relate to people in 
general, rather than an individual. The idea is to make the audience feel something. If 
you are successful, you will win the heart. But what about the head?

Where do the numbers come in? Surely a StartUp is about showing that the 
financials work. If the business is not going to make money, it's not going to fly. But 
numbers themselves tend not to grab the attention, at least not beyond headline 
statements like, 'this is going to be a million dollar business.' If you describe your 
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StartUp to Angels or VCs in that tone, chances are high that the 'million dollars' will 
be immediately discounted to 'thousands'.

Once you get into the detail of balance sheets, income statements or profit & loss, 
cash flows, burn rates, traction curves, (ugh!) or other financial analyses, you are 
deep into left brain rationality. 

Brain research confirms that both sides of the brain are involved in nearly every 
human activity, but the left side of the brain is the seat of language and processes in 
a logical and sequential order. The right side is more visual and processes things 
intuitively, holistically, and randomly.

What's important is to appeal to the right brain, so that this can then be balanced 
by the left brain activity. Left brain thinking is frequently suggested as being the 
business way of doing things. How often have you heard the phrase, “Lets get to the 
bottom line,” meaning “tell me the numbers and I will prove them wrong.”

The summary table below gives you an idea of how the two hemispheres of the 
brain deal with the world, but remember they are intricately connected by a thick 
band of nerve fibers (corpus callosum), which sends messages back and forth 
between the hemispheres.

Left Brain Right Brain

verbal, analytic visual, intuitive

parts, detail wholes, holistic

rational, logical emotional, imaginative

sequential, systematic synthesizing, casual

cautious, convergent adventuresome, divergent

linear, factual random, creative

objective, symbolic sensory, concrete

If you think about yin-yang, the female-male balance, you might to a considerable 
extent, equate the yin to the right brain, and the yang to the left. At least in the past,  
that's how things have been represented in business. Now the position is changing 
and we are seeing much more gender balance in business life, including men 
becoming more in touch with their feminine side. 

It is interesting that in the decade from 1997 to 2007, women-owned companies 
grew at twice the rate (44 percent versus 22 percent) of male-owned enterprises 
(2010 report prepared by the US Economics and Statistics Administration). There is 
no reason to suppose the rate has slowed since then. This against a background of 
the fact that about two-thirds of people are dissatisfied with the conduct of men in 
the USA (The Athena Doctrine, 2013).

Even among the most macho of men, a well-told story will lodge more strongly in 
their senses, than a bunch of data, unless that data is presented in a sufficiently 
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graphic manner to be memorable.

Remember that your readers or the people in your audience who say, “... but let's 
cut to the chase,” as Sonic the Hedgehog said to Dr Robotnic, or “taking an objective 
view...”, are not totally left-brained. Remember also, Woody Allen's point that, “It is 
impossible to experience one's death objectively and still carry a tune.” Those nerve 
fibers are tugging at readers' or listeners' right brains, and that's where you can hook 
them. Just like you, they experience love, fear, doubt, and the full panoply of both 
positive and negative emotions.

Young people who can't demonstrate a track record of business success, often get 
a StartUp slam dunk. Think of Sam Walton, who started Walmart (as Walton's 5&10) 
at 26, in 1950, or Steve Jobs, who started Apple at 21 with Steve 'Woz' Wozniak at 
26, in 1976. The Apple I was Apple's first product, and to finance its creation, Jobs 
sold his only means of transportation, a VW Microbus, and Wozniak sold his HP-65 
calculator for $500.

Apparently Sam Walton and his wife chose Bentonville to start the business, 
because Helen wanted small-town living, and Sam could take advantage of the 
different hunting seasons that living at the corner of four states had to offer. 

Steve Jobs liked challenges and was assigned by Atari to design a prototype for 
the new game Breakout. He was offered $750, with a bonus for every chip fewer than 
50. Jobs promised to complete it within four days. He involved his friend 'Woz', who 
worked at Hewlett Packard. They did it, claiming the money after four days and 
nights of work. A business plan at that stage? They went on working together until 
they set up Apple in 1976. The Byte Shop was the first retailer of the original Apple I  
computer, ordering 50 of the as-yet-unbuilt units from a persistent Steve Jobs.

It's amazing to know that the world's first digital camera was created by Steve 
Sasson at Kodak back in 1975, but that is a seldom told story, because it was just 
another tech experiment among many in a company that so believed its own story 
about film cameras, that it failed to notice what was going on in the marketplace.

I do not know of a single StartUp, whose creation story was anything but 
fascinating. Many are just amazing—like yours. So there's no excuse not to tell your 
story in a compelling way.

The kind of data that you can use up-front in a story would be the fact that there 
is a CEO:Worker pay ratio in the US of 475:1. You could question the equity of the 
data of the status quo: is anyone worth four hundred and seventy-five times as much 
as anyone else? Then you could use that data to show just how your offer values all 
customers.

I saw a status quo beautifully challenged by a boss I had in the 1960s. We worked 
in plushy offices high over the River Thames in London. I had an office in the 
executive suite and enjoyed working with a very beautiful secretary (yes, we had 
such people in those long gone days, in the 'swinging sixties'), called Jane. 

One day Jane arrived at work in a very glamorous get-up: black 'hot-pants' and a 
sequined red top. Her hair and make-up was as immaculate as always and her black 
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stilettos added to her already 5 ft 11 inch height. During the morning, the HR 
director came by my office to tell me that I should send her home to change. My 
boss, the chairman, overheard and quickly countermanded him saying, “Good Lord 
no, not the Betty Grable of the Fifteenth Floor.” 

He knew she was the most proficient secretary in the organization and, 
conservative though he was, he enjoyed her decorative quality, as well as her 
effectiveness. By comparing her to a cinema icon, he was able to suggest that far 
from her attire being inappropriate, its stylish nature actually enhanced the working 
environment.

My boss challenged the status quo, but how could you challenge the status quo of 
pay inequity today, for instance? 

The immorality of such a huge discrepancy in pay rates should be shown up for 
the hypocrisy that it is—just as much as my boss showed up the hypocrisy of the HR 
man, through deflection rather than confrontation. 

Take the opportunity to mentally critique the talking head politicians you see on 
the television news, as they present 'the facts'. Of course the facts are a partial and 
often dogma-filled slant on their political party's policy. Then think about how much 
you 'buy' what they say. Now you will have some useful learning about selling your 
own stories.

Instead of campaigning or bleating about the fat-cat pay checks, better to use 
imaginative ways to demonstrate what is wrong with it. Of course you can use 
supporting argument or data, too, such as the fact that there are nearly 47 million 
Americans in poverty in the US (Census, 2014). But a table like the one below needs 
no commentary.

Country Ratio of pay

Japan 11 to 1

Germany 12 to 1

France 15 to 1

Italy 20 to 1

Canada 20 to 1

South Africa 21 to 1

Britain 22 to 1

Mexico 47 to 1

Venezuela 50 to 1

United States 475 to 1

Bloomberg Businessweek has researched the Pay Gap and come up with even more 
startling results. They compared total compensation of CEOs as disclosed in annual 
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reports with average worker pay and benefits in their industries. The average of the 
100 top highest paid CEOs in their research revealed a ratio of 495 to one, with the 
eight highest paid CEOs having ratios of over 1,000 to one. Six of those were in 
consumer industries. In a wider context, a 2015 study by Glassdoor on 2014 data, 
showed that  the average CEO pay was $13.8 million per year, the average median 
worker pay was about $77,800, and the average ratio of CEO pay to median worker 
pay was 204. In four companies (Discovery Communications, Chipotle, CVS Health 
and Walmart), the ratio was a startling 1,000+.

Such stark evidence is especially interesting, given that in Europe, where the 
disparity is less than in the US, there is mounting pressure to legislate against such 
blatant unfairness. In August 2015, the SEC issued a rule that would require most 
public companies to regularly reveal the ratio of the chief executive’s pay to that of 
employees.

Joseph Stiglitz, the Nobel Economics Laureate and author of The Price of 
Inequality: How Today's Divided Society Endangers Our Future, says, “Now we realize 
that we are paying a high price for our inequality and that alleviating it and 
promoting growth are intertwined.”

Could you come up with a way in which these disparity levels could be 
diminished, other than by a Wall Street crash? Would the Pixar storyboard be helpful 
in developing a business model for a change agent?

Tom Gilovich, a psychologist at Cornell University, says: "Information that is 
consistent with our pre-existing beliefs is often accepted at face value, whereas 
evidence that contradicts them is critically scrutinized and discounted." So, we see 
what we expect to see.

 We tend to expect that employers pay fairly for the work we do, so generally that 
is what we consider they are doing. But evidence to the contrary brings us up short 
and, despite our expectation, seeing the pay differential of 475 to one is likely to 
create a new expectation. 

Hence in storytelling, revealing the fact of such pay disparities will lead to a new 
conviction about fairness. 

In a February 2013 Time magazine special edition written by Steven Brill, called 
Why Medical Bills Are Killing Us, offered another example of unfairness, this time 
from the health care field. Among many revelations, it reported that hospital billing 
in the US is manifestly unethical. Just one small example from a cancer patient's bill 
is of a $1.50 charge for a single generic version of a Tylenol pill, which cost $1.49 for 
100 at Amazon. This in a university hospital where the CEO is paid nearly $2 million 
a year.

In his new book (America's Bitter Pill, 2015), Stephen Brill tells us that America's 
total healthcare bill for 2014 is $3 trillion, more than the next ten biggest spender 
countries combined.

The Time piece also explained the arcane story of how hospitals artificially inflate 
their prices through their 'chargemaster' pricing, because they know that insurance 

32

http://www.amazon.com/Americas-Bitter-Pill-Politics-Healthcare/dp/0812986687
http://www.psych.cornell.edu/people/faculty/gilovich-profile/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0393088693/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0393088693&linkCode=as2&tag=starsavv-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0393088693/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0393088693&linkCode=as2&tag=starsavv-20


companies will automatically knock them down. If you call a hospital to ask the price 
of a procedure they'll most likely hide the fact. That's my experience, anyway. I saw 
an orthopedic surgeon at a Scott & White hospital in Texas and my bill included an 
$85 'facility fee'. When I queried it, I was told that it was charged to every patient 
who entered an S&W 'facility', but they would take it off the bill, if I was unhappy. I 
was and they did.

Happily Health and Human Services Secretary, Kathleen Sibelius released a 
massive data file of these chargemaster prices at all hospitals across the country for 
100 most common inpatient treatment services in 2011. Now diligent people can 
scrutinize them.

StartUp storytellers can create immediate new expectations if they use facts like 
these to introduce their own cases to show how their new business can change the 
world where we only see what we want to see.

What I am suggesting here is not that data should be avoided as we tell fairy 
stories about our ventures, but rather that we should use the data itself to tell a 
story.

At Kind Healthy Snacks, founder Daniel Lubetsky describes the business he 
started in 2004 as a 'not-only-for-profit' company. Kind was started as a subsidiary 
of Lubetsky's PeaceWorks, a Mediterranean foods maker that promotes an end to 
conflict in the Middle East. Like many other social enterprises, his successful 
business tells a strong story of both profits and purpose. Social enterprises can tell 
stories of strong impact, but ordinary StartUps can also present the extraordinary 
feats of their businesses.

StartUps are almost always built around ideas of how to offer things or services 
not currently available, so-called unmet needs. The products or services that do exist 
may be offered in the wrong ways, be wrongly priced, or available in the wrong place, 
as well as not being available at all. Filling the gaps, or righting the wrongs will 
always involve compelling stories. Finding striking ways to tell those stories will be 
as important as the creation of the business itself.

If you tell the true story of what is compulsive about your StartUp, you are likely 
to attract funds successfully, build your clientele fast, and find the best partners, but 
that story has to be genuine. To be genuine, it has to appeal to the senses as well as 
the intellect.

So often I have heard entrepreneurs agonizing about their business plans and 
creating and recreating spreadsheets ad nauseam, failing to appreciate the 
importance of the story that lies behind the figures. Do not forget the 
hearts>minds>wallets approach to figures..

The 'reciprocal' is also important. The startup's actions and very DNA has to be 
true to the story, just as the story has to be true to the company. Ty Montague calls 
this 'storydoing™'. He argues, “that there are two kinds of companies in the world 
today: storytelling companies that convey the story of their brand, business or 
product by telling that story, usually through PR or paid advertising; and storydoing 
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companies that consciously convey their story through direct action.”

Here's what that looks like:

1. You have a story.

2. That story defines an ambition beyond commercial aspirations.

3. That story is understood and cared about by your entire company.

4. That story is being used to drive action throughout the company.

5. Those actions add up to a cohesive whole.

6. Passion communities outside your company engage with and participate in the 
story.

The cliché, 'actions speak louder than words' could not be more true than in this 
context. Behavior inside and outside the company are busy telling stories anyway. So 
many traditional businesses cotton on to the idea of things like 'putting the 
customer first' and then their policy implementation belies this. 

Chapter 3 Takeaways
1. Be spontaneous and vulnerable, especially through improvisation.

2. Make the audience feel something, before justifying your argument with 
data—and use numbers to tell a story.

3. Use striking imagery or information to attract attention, especially since 
otherwise the audience may only see what it wants to see.

4. Demonstrate the extraordinary feats of your startup through the impact of 
story.

5. Ensure the story you tell is consistently matched by the actions you take.
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Chapter	  4:	  Build	  Community:	  Generate	  Enthusiasm

This is actually a picture of the historic fountain in Speloncato, the village next to 
the Ville di Parasu, where I lived in a seventeenth-century olive mill on the 
Mediterranean island of Corsica. I lived there for many years.

What’s that got to do with what we are talking about? In the old days in Corsica, 
the village fountain was the main source for fresh water. So it was the natural place 
for the villagers to congregate and share the latest chitchat. Relationships were 
reinforced and common interests were discussed as people sat on the comfortable 
stone edge and their kids scurried about them.

This chapter aims to help you appreciate the importance of delivering your story 
by talking with rather than at your audience. The relationship with your audience is 
as important as the message you want to deliver.

Your StartUp story needs to be fixed within the big picture of what your business 
is about. It also needs to be reflected in all aspects of what you do. If the 
entrepreneur is telling one story and others in the community of the business are 
telling different ones, the entrepreneur's will not be effective. Community means all 
those within the company and around it: staff, suppliers, customers, local 
community—in fact any audience of the business.

Your story has to be consistent inside and outside the venture. The trouble is that 
while you may think you have control inside, you won't unless the story is strong, 
believable, and regularly reinvigorated. Outside, you have even less control, and thus 
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the story must be one that works explicitly and implicitly through your every action 
in the marketplace.

My professional life started in advertising and public relations. Back in the Sixties I 
had responsibility for a something called the Better Breakfast Campaign in the UK. It 
was a joint venture between Kelloggs and Nescafé. But the story was hollow. It was 
simply a promotion of the products, not a consistent story that ran through the 
veins of either company. It's success would simply be measured by sales 
improvement. The corporate culture of neither client was committed to health or 
welfare at the time. And I am not proud of my part in the story.

In America, our culture, technology and infrastructure is good at keeping us apart. 
We are excellent at staying in our micro-worlds and tend to keep marauders out. It's 
true that the office water cooler or photocopier occupies the role of the village 
fountain or pump, but it, too concerns a micro community. No matter where you 
stand politically, it's interesting that a nation built on immigration should now be so 
good at trying to keep newcomers out.

In business, the disruptors that StartUps can be, are often like new immigrants 
and to be kept at arm's length. People like to be with people like themselves. Shortly 
after I started my main business, I tried to get my foot in the door of BP, one of the 
oil industry 'Seven Sisters'. I was basically spat out, less because my offer lacked 
something of value, than because of the fact that I had not worked for another oil 
major and was thus not in the 'club.' 

Any organization or sector of industry has its own culture, together with a related 
immune system. The incident was long ago, but I suspect I tried to argue that oil 
industry experience was not relevant to my offer, instead of asking why they saw 
such experience as important; if I had moved from declarations to questions at that 
early point in selling my StartUp's services, our growth might have been more rapid. 
As it turned out, three years later I did manage to land a sizable assignment with 
another (US) oil multinational.

It always used to be assumed (certainly by me) that the best salesmen were 
extraverts (even as an introvert myself), but what I discovered in my many years 
selling consultancy is that I was a pretty damned good salesman nonetheless.

But hey, wait a minute, if I'm an introvert and get most of my energy, not from 
interaction with other people, but from the world of ideas sitting in my office, how 
can I possibly be a salesman, an occupation where everything is alleged to be about 
interaction?

Well, of course the truth is that I am not all introvert. By type, I am predominantly 
introvert, but not at the extreme end of the scale. Introvert is my tendency, but 
having lived so long in the extraverted world, I am not far off borderline. It turns out 
that I'm typical of the majority of people in this country; in fact, I'm an ambivert, a 
person having characteristics of both extravert and introvert.

Word of Mouth (WOM) is a significant way to build community. Of course, actions 
are important and, as they say, actions speak louder than words. But you are in the 
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communication and persuasion business and while WOM is going to get to first base, 
you may not yet be ready for action yet. If you are unknown and unproven, your 
actions will have been obscured from your audience. Gradually they will contribute 
more, as your reputation builds and the story gains traction.

Generating enthusiasm will mean using your voice and not hiding behind indirect 
communication or flashy slides, hoping that they will do the trick. You can pose 
questions on slides, but generally putting up a question in text form will not be as 
strong as posing it orally. You can use pauses, eye-contact and body movement to 
make sure the question is received by the audience.

Disruptive behavior is frowned upon when it takes place in the classroom, but is 
praised when it takes place in business. Innovations, especially when combined with 
new business models are frequently greeted with skepticism at the outset, but are 
likely to attract attention and early fans will be enthusiastic and talk excitedly about 
them.

In storytelling, that kind of excitement has to be tempered with a good and 
believable storyline. Disruption for the hell of it may spark reaction instantly, but the 
enthusiasm will not be maintained without support or evidence. Your storytelling 
has to be paced, even within a good structure. For some pointers on good structures, 
there's no one better to advise you than Steve Dunning, the guru of business 
storytelling; take a look at his Narrative Grid that I have on my website, StartUp Owl.

And this is a place where the value proposition is critical. Take the case of one-cup 
coffee making. Keurig coffee makers and pods had sales of over $3.8 billion in 2012 
and at 50 cents a shot, that's about 10 times the cost of a traditionally brewed cup of 
coffee. Initially the market was among business coffee drinkers, but now the home 
market is strong, too. What's worth paying ten times the price of the alternative? It 
seems that speed and ease of brewing, plus no mess and no waste (at least at the 
point of consumption) is worth it, in both the business and home markets.

You might describe value propositions as good news stories. Creating and 
delivering something of value to your customers is what all companies should 
intend. But many don't deliver. Even among those that seem to be failing, there are 
likely to be many stories of good delivery hidden from view. Among StartUps, the 
headlong rush to achieve may also obscure the good stories.

How can you capture the good stories and bring them into the daylight of your 
pitches for capital, your sales efforts, your recruitment and other activities where 
you seek to convince and persuade? 

Where are these stories lurking? In my experience they are sometimes in the 
strangest places like childhood memories, interactions with people while you're 
traveling, a supplier's pricing policy, a tech support call, colleagues' reactions, client 
complaints... when you think about it, your list will be very long, but so often we 
simply 'ingest' our experience without recording or noting it. We may remember it 
later, but randomly, as something someone else says sparks a memory. But if you are 
going to use storytelling in your StartUp, you need to be organized.
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Here are some steps you can take to have a set of stories available when you need 
them:

1. Decide to collect your own. This is not only an act of will, but requires using a 
process or tool to make sure that you actually log them. One option is to use 
mind mapping, a diagram used to represent words, ideas, tasks, or other items 
linked to and arranged radially around a central key word or idea–to generate, 
visualize, structure, and classify ideas. I use the free MindNode Lite, from 
Austrian firm IdeasOnCanvas, because I am a Mac user, but other free options 
include FreeMind (which I used to use), Freeplane, or XMind that has free and 
premium editions, but there are many more. The cheapest tool, of course, is a 
pencil and paper. Another free tool (there are upgrades) that I use is Evernote, 
which is way of remembering everything. It's a cool tool where you can capture 
ideas, images, and files in an organized way. I also use Skitch to clip screens 
and do edits. You can use it collaboratively, too. Your data is both on your 
computer or other devices and is synced with storage in the Cloud, so you can 
access it from anywhere. There is also an open source clone called NixNote. 

2. Set up a means of collecting the stories with co-workers. There are a plethora 
of tools out there for group working, collaborative workspaces, project 
management, collaborative writing, private social networking, document and 
file sharing. Many of my MBA students used either Google Docs, Basecamp or 
Central Desktop.

3. When you have collected a list, set up a way to index the items so that they can 
be used appropriately in events concerning finance, sales, recruiting, or 
whatever.  Each functional application of storytelling needs a special slant, but 
many can keep similar themes. If the 'ask' at the end of the story is to get a 
sale, clearly it will be about developing the relationship and may be more 
subtle than other applications. Listening skills are paramount, rather than 
driving for a 'hole in one'.

As I typed the word 'sales', it sparked a story in my mind. During the period of 
negotiating the first, and actually the only time I made a $1 million + sale, I was 
thrown on my heels by my client, a headquarters VP. At the second or third meeting 
at his office, I fully expected to ask if we could sign on the dotted line, but he 
presented me with a DCF (Discounted Cash Flow) calculation of the contract's cost 
and value over its three years. 

I was a bit out of my depth and at first I could not understand what he was doing. 
As a finance man, it was a natural exercise in his negotiation on our final price. It 
just had not occurred to me to see pricing in that way. The only advance that I could 
make then was to fix another meeting to allow more time for me to consider what he 
was proposing. I have recounted the story many times to illustrate the importance of 
customer-focus, using the other guy's terms or context in reaching contract 
conclusions.

This is where asking questions is so powerful when used in the storytelling 
context.
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My maternal grandfather, William Pollok, was a rope maker in the British port of 
Liverpool with Scottish yeoman farming origins, in the early heyday of Transatlantic 
Travel and the mighty White Star Line, owners of the RMS Titanic. His business, 
Hutchison & Pollok, made hemp rope for hawsers for these giant ships and he made 
outlandish promises about their tensile strength and malleability. He claimed that 
they were infinitely superior to what in the late nineteenth century was a new-
fangled invention, the steel hawser that weighed only one-third as much as his ropes. 

In effect, he insured his White Star clients against failure of his products and 
made sure that he created a community of fellow skeptics about the lightweight 
product, indemnifying any client shipping line and encouraging vociferous 
downplaying of the claims made in scientific journals like the Scientific American. He 
built what might nowadays be described as a fan club. His confidence was so great 
that he asked any client to make public the failure of one of his products.

Dan and Chip Heath, in their book, Made to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and 
Others Die. “Lots of research in economics and psychology shows that when we 
know something, it becomes hard for us to imagine not knowing it. As a result, we 
become lousy communicators,” they say.

So, if you want to get people on your side, use a beginner's mind and do not 
assume that the audience knows what you are talking about. If you make it simple, 
you can always check levels of understanding and dive deeper when the audience is 
ready.

The Heaths go on to say, “Here’s the great cruelty of the Curse of Knowledge: The 
better we get at generating great ideas—new insights and novel solutions—in our 
field of expertise, the more unnatural it becomes for us to communicate those ideas 
clearly. That’s why knowledge is a curse.”

Chapter 4 Takeaways
1. Fix your story within the big picture of what your business is about and the 

community of which forms a part, as well as the community inside it.

2. Tell your story interactively. Avoid talking too much, and listening too little. 
Use both energy and passivity with your community of listeners.

3. Your startup is going to be disruptive. At the same time you need to bring 
the community on board, so ensure that the story is believable.

4. A value proposition should be a good news story of how you will provide 
value to your community.

5. Create the organizational means to capture your story yourself and involve 
others in your community in the process.
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Chapter	  5:	  Drive	  AcLon:	  Achieve	  Ends

Storytelling is a shortcut, or should be. Don't ramble, and if you do, check yourself 
and remember the title of this book—Founders Are Storytellers: Be convincing,  
wherever you are. The purpose of any StartUp story should be about achieving some 
action on the part of the audience/listener(s). This chapter focuses on ways that give 
you the best possible chance of achieving the end you have in mind.

Even when you are simply telling a friend or colleague your StartUp story because 
they are interested in what you are up to these days, your drive to action might be to 
get answers to questions like these:

! Does it all make sense to you?

! Is there anyone you know, whom you think I should contact?

! Tell me what I should change in this story to make it more effective.

! Who else is trying to do this?

! Please think about what I have told you and when I call you in a week's time, 
give me your reflections on the biggest plus and the biggest minus.

Of course, when you are selling, the call to action may seem more obvious. You 
ask for the order! However, there are many other options and it may be that you 
want to achieve a commitment to another meeting, especially if the contract price is 
high. But think of all the other questions that could be appropriate. These might 
include discovering if there are other questions the buyer, or if there are other 
people involved in the buying decision. If you go through all the potential 'next 
steps', you may find that your story needs some attention, so that it will lead to the 
right conclusion.

A great example of how a call to action made sense to 9,522 people was the 
Occulus VR Video on Kickstarter. Those people pledged $2,437,429 to this StartUp 
that was only seeking $250,000. The average pledge of these people was for about 
$250. Take a look and analyze why you think the story made sense to so many 
people and had them responding to the ask. Though not a gamer myself, virtual 
reality (VR) is really intriguing to me–and in fact, some years ago I wrote two novels 
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about a VR StartUp in the fashion industry.

The crowdfunding phenomenon is a remarkable demonstration of successful 
storytelling thousands of times over. One of my former MBA students, Ryan Finch, 
exceeded her appeal on Kickstarter for Raleigh City Farm. A former General Manager, 
she's no mean storyteller, herself.

Crowdfunding is quickly joining the ranks of banks and angel investors as a 
funding source, redefining how entrepreneurs get seed money, how early-stage 
businesses finance expansion, and how anyone with a for-profit or social enterprise 
StartUp business idea can fund the turning of a dream into a reality.

As Ryan will tell you, the difference between traditional fundraising or loan 
applications and crowdfunding, is storytelling and social marketing. Of course, a 
campaign has to have all the ingredients of a good pitch. But the difference between 
success and failure involves describing not only what you are trying to accomplish, 
but also why the reader should care. The story has to be believable and demonstrate 
how the world can be made a better place.

An interesting study by two Georgia Institute of Technology concluded that 
certain characteristics of language tended to be associated with crowdfunding 
success. Reciprocity was one of the most significant, but others included scarcity, 
social proof and identity, gratitude and authority.

The story has to be told in many places and with compelling reasons for funders 
to get involved, so as to attract them in large numbers. This is the main difference 
compared with traditional fundraising: getting support from many sources with 
small amounts, rather than one or a few sources with big amounts. Inspiring backers 
to act is really only possible with enthusiastic stories told in many different ways. 
That's why the big crowdfunding platforms will tell you to make wide use of your 
social networks.

Not just your own social networks. Blogs, Twitter and all the rest, too. Redfin, 
founded in 2002, is a game-changer in the real estate industry, long dominated by 
the resilience of established brokers and their 6 percent commissions. Knowing that 
in the UK, the industry charges 1-2 percent, Glenn Kelman, Redfin's CEO says, “Ten 
years ago almost no one started their home search online. And yet none of that value 
has come back to the consumer.”

In one of Kelman's blogs he says, “When Redfin was first raising money from 
Greylock, Reid Hoffman’s only question was about why we couldn’t grow faster. I 
bristled at the question until Redfin’s Sasha Aickin explained that it wasn’t a 
statement of dissatisfaction so much as a genuine question.” This kind of genuine 
openness is perhaps why Redfin is now making headway (Kelman arrived in 2005), 
so long after the company's founding in Seattle. 

The audience defines the story. Every story you have to tell must be appropriate 
for the audience. As a silly example, you do not ask venture capitalists to buy your 
product. Though it's interesting that you do ask potential customers to invest if you 
are using crowdfunding as a means of financing the product or business. If the story 

41

https://www.redfin.com/
http://comp.social.gatech.edu/papers/cscw14.crowdfunding.mitra.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GL2f268nM00&feature=youtube_gdata_player


is defined by the audience, then the way that you ask for action will be appropriate. 
Said another way, your storytelling has to be a customer-centric as your business 
practices. Venture capitalists want to know about you, to gauge the chances of 
making a return on their investment. They never believe your numbers, so make sure 
they believe in you. 

On bub.blicio.us (a lens into the social landscape that’s energizing and shaping the 
new economy, they say), Brian Solis, writing about the founders of YouTube says, 
“Chad and Steve created a new genre of storytelling, which has influenced the 
evolution of communities, communications, branding, advertising, broadcast media, 
and entertainment. It’s changing the game and forcing traditional media to adapt the 
new rules of engagement that companies such as YouTube, Flickr, and other 
community-powered networks are creating.”

Expansive storytelling will include all the things we have talked about in this 
chapter and may include many others: icons (think Twitter bird), mascots (think 
GEICO gecko) or typography (think Bing). These kinds of 'helper' are no substitute 
for speaking very directly and asking for the action or actions you want to result. 
Many entrepreneurs are very focused on the ground-breaking widget or service they 
have created and get very nervous when asking another person to do something like 
buying. Directness is very important, as well as making clear what it is that you want. 
During the course of your storytelling you should find ways to ask more than once, 
so that the audience is completely clear about what's expected.

This timidity to ask is very similar to another timidity that entrepreneurs often 
experience: asking for payment. This is a weakness that is easily overcome with 
practice when you realize how important cash is to the survival of the business. With 
that firmly in mind, it's not difficult to request payment of invoices within terms. It's 
the same with asking for action when you tell your story, and the timidity will tend 
to evaporate if the story you're telling is defined by the audience, rather than you 
being in love with the story.

If you can't summon the courage to ask for the business, at the very least ask for 
information (e.g. 'How do you go about purchasing decisions?'), feedback (e.g. 'How 
do you see the market opportunity I have described?'), or referrals (e.g. 'Please name 
a couple of people whom you think I should contact.'). But make sure that you asked 
open questions, rather than closed ones that only elicit a yes/no answer.

When you do call for action at the end of the story, search deep into your 
vocabulary and pull out action verbs that themselves will startle and attract. Earlier 
in the book we looked at left and right brain and how it works best to get the listener 
hooked through emotions. 'Bolster the client's morale by relieving her of the anxiety 
about inadequate value.' 'Comfort the chief executive by providing reassuring data 
on outcomes.'

Think about what the verbs imply as well as what they mean. For example, 
expedite implies an inanimate way of getting things done—people do things; capture, 
as in market capture, sounds like war, more than what a salesperson expects to do 
through convincing persuasion; rather than using upgrade, it will be better to say 

42

http://bub.blicio.us/


what the superior value actually is. An action verb such as quantify is over-used in 
business and though it sounds like you're a serious manager, better to be specific in 
saying how you are going to measure. Penn State University's Office of Human 
Resources has published a useful three pages of commonly used action verbs. It 
might be handy for you to have a copy by you when drafting your story. It's 
interesting to remember that you can make a whole sentence using only one word—
an action verb.

Avoid subjunctives using the words 'would' and 'could'. They immediately raise 
doubt and suspicion. Rather than 'we could open a new branch in Boston or New 
York', express the choice in terms of competing merits: 'opening a new branch in 
Boston offers direct access to tech firms on Route 128, and one in NYC gets us close 
to more sources of finance.' 

A cue from a venture capitalist might be to avoid the first person singular. If you 
say “we” and “our”, rather than “I” and “my”, it already tells the listener that you 
understand the benefits of collaboration in entrepreneurship.

Above all, stick to plain English and collapse your language to imagery, as much as 
possible. When you've written the story or done the storyboard, check back and see 
how much jargon and verbiage you can cut.

Robert McKee, a screenwriting teacher, says, “In an age of 24/7 information, 
nothing dates faster than factual content. Properly executed stories, on the other 
hand, offer the possibility of winning hearts as well as minds, while delivering an 
immersive experience around your products, services and brand assets.” McKee also 
says, “Cognitive psychologists describe how the human mind, in its attempt to 
understand and remember, assembles the bits and pieces of experience into a story, 
beginning with a personal desire, a life objective, and then portraying the struggle 
against the forces that block that desire. Stories are how we remember; we tend to 
forget lists and bullet points.”

If we remember and the story was convincing, it will most likely lead to action on 
our part; at the very least to move to the next stage or to tell someone else.

Just for fun, amuse yourself by reading James Thruber's version of Little Red 
Riding Hood called The Little Girl and the Wolf. “One afternoon a big wolf waited in a 
dark forest for a little girl to come along carrying a basket of food to her 
grandmother. Finally a little girl did come along and she was carrying a basket of 
food. "Are you carrying that basket to your grandmother?" asked the wolf. The little 
girl said yes, she was. So the wolf asked her where her grandmother lived and the 
little girl told him and he disappeared into the wood.

“When the little girl opened the door of her grandmother's house she saw that 
there was somebody in bed with a nightcap and nightgown on. She had approached 
no nearer than twenty-five feet from the bed when she saw that it was not her 
grandmother but the wolf, for even in a nightcap a wolf does not look any more like 
your grandmother than the Metro-Goldwyn lion looks like Calvin Coolidge. So the 
little girl took an automatic out of her basket and shot the wolf dead. Moral: It is not 
so easy to fool little girls nowadays as it used to be.”
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The action taken in this story was in response to an obvious need. Your call to 
action should be just as clear and preferably even more explicit. One of the best 
examples I know, though not directly related to a story, is the landing page of 
Dropbox that is uncluttered and clear. If you don't know about Dropbox, you should. 
The white website boldly asks you either to try it for free or purchase now.

Many very telling stories told in presentations I have seen would have been much 
more effective, if at the end there had been a conclusion, with a solid and clear call 
to action. Why do managers forget to ask? It takes confidence—and careful 
preparation, and time management.

When they are 'for real', most presentations run 20 per cent longer than the 
rehearsals. That is to be expected, if you are good at getting audience participation 
and asking questions yourself, let alone allowing time for listeners to ask you theirs. 
If your confidence is low and your time planning is poor, the call to action may never 
get made. There is some excellent step-by-step advice on presentations, by the way, 
offered by the University of Washington: take a look.

Presentations are one of many media for getting your story across. It is interesting 
to know that what is called content marketing is the focus of marketing 
professionals worldwide.  'Social engagement' is considered to be the most 
important feature of digital marketing. “Content marketing’s purpose is to attract 
and retain customers by consistently creating and curating relevant and valuable 
content with the intention of changing or enhancing consumer behavior,” according 
to the Content Marketing Institute. Content marketing is focused not on selling, but 
on simply communicating with customers and prospects. The idea is to inspire 
business and loyalty from buyers by delivering "consistent, ongoing valuable 
information". Or, in other words, content marketing is a grand description of 
storytelling.

Now brand storytelling is probably top of many marketers lists. The prime 
example of brand storytelling, in my mind, is the Lego Movie, Logoland Theme Parks, 
and now even Lego Serious Play—designed to enhance innovation and business 
performance.

In 1904, Jell-O salesmen went door-to-door, distributing their cookbook for free as 
a means of associating deserts with their product. Like Jell-O in those old days, 
content marketers like to talk of brand stories, as means of indirect marketing by 
making an emotional appeal ahead of the product sell. If you are over-confident and 
have fallen in love with your story, this may be as much of a trap as lacking 
confidence in telling it. When I wax over-eloquent, I can hear a listener asking me, 
“...and, the point you are making is?” Be sure to keep the end in mind. The story is a 
means to an end, not an end in itself.

Chapter 5 Takeaways
1. Storytelling should be a shortcut way of conveying meaning to drive action.

2. Crowdfunding involves storytelling on a grand scale, inspiring many to 
proffer small sums of money.
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3. The audience defines the story. Social media, par excellence, require this 
kind of engagement.

4. Check your timidity to ask for action at the end of your story; provide 
convincing reasons for the result you have in mind.

5. Use action verbs when you seek action from storytelling.
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Part	  Two:	  How	  an	  EffecCve	  Story	  Works

Chapter	  6:	  Be	  Brief:	  Use	  Less	  to	  Achieve	  More

- = +
This chapter is not so much about brevity, as succinctness. We need to avoid 

wasting our audience's time and there are many shortcuts we can take.

Alison Johnston, writing in The Daily Muse (a career advice site largely for 
women), says when writing about creating an amazing investor pitch deck, “Investors 
hear from dozens of companies every day (sometimes more) and don’t have time to 
read through bulky business plans, as well-thought-out as they may be.” She advises 
scrapping the business plan. You probably have never heard that before.

The principle may be encouraging, though you still want to go through the 
business planning process yourself as a discipline and to have a means of checking 
progress later (and as a 'leave behind' so that your compelling data can be referenced 
by the potential investor). At some point the investor will need the argument and 
numbers in a plan. You would almost certainly include forecasts of the company’s 
revenue, monthly cash and the traction and burn rates, but other numbers in the 
deck depend on its business model and the StartUp's sector and the kind of investor 
you're pitching.

What is significant about the advice is that the story needs to be pitched in a way 
that it can be heard by the particular audience. Chances are in most cases that less 
will be more.

I was fortunate enough to spend two years as a UK Government adviser in 
economic development, back in the early 1970s. The tripartite (government, unions 
and employers) National Economic Development Council was chaired by the British 
Prime Minister, with other key Ministers playing important roles. I tell you this not to 
burnish my reputation, but rather to set the stage.

Half way through my term, I got a new boss, Sir Frank Figgures. At his first 
management meeting with us, he called upon the Economic Director (a prominent 
Oxford University economics professor) to produce the monthly independent 
economic forecast on one page, in place of the habitual document of 30 pages or so. 
My colleague was unhappy about reducing the British economy to a single page, but 
he acquiesced. At the following weekly meeting, he offered a paper of half a dozen 
pages, but our new boss refused to read it, saying that there was no way he was 
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going to ask the leaders of British public life to read more than one.

As you may imagine, my colleague fumed and felt that his academic reputation 
was being questioned, but he went away and boiled it down to 3 pages. It was a huge 
job that took another week, but again Sir Frank insisted on only one. The next week, 
the Economic Director achieved it. Sir Frank beamed and was effusive in his praise. It 
received favorable comment from the PM's office in Downing Street, not surprisingly. 
This story is already long enough and was indeed even more complex.

The important point is, that producing something simple or short often takes 
longer to produce than the long version. So don't be surprised if effective 
storytelling takes a lot of work to get right. There’s an old quote by Mark Twain that 
says, “I didn’t have time to write you a short letter, so I wrote you this long one 
instead.”

Stories can sometimes be reduced effectively to a single word. If someone were to 
insist that I reduce my work and business to a single word, it would be 
entrepreneurship. Of course, that's not very revealing and if I could get away with it, 
I'd add very quickly, “and people ask me to help them start their businesses.” This is 
not even an elevator pitch, which would describe the key problem of starting a 
business, my solution and the payoff.

But a question might work even better, as I have said before. In my case, one like, 
“What's preventing you from starting a business?” It would surely elicit answers that 
are not quite so brief.

Brevity is the rule for Tweets and ones that work get retweeted galore. Whatever 
your politics, you have to be amazed by President Obama's 2012 election winning 
Tweet, “Four more years” that was retweeted more than 800,000 times before his 
victory speech later the same day.

In fiction, the short short story, or what is called flash fiction, often contains the 
classic story elements: protagonist, conflict, obstacles or complications, and 
resolution, but unlike a traditional short story, the limited length (500-1,000 words) 
often forces some of these elements to remain unwritten—that is, hinted at or 
implied. Have a look at Flash Fiction OnLine, you will probably find something to 
interest you (free) and you will see how effective the genre really is—a few minutes 
being sidetracked may pay ample rewards.

The same is true for StartUp storytelling. Leave something to be desired. That 
sounds simple enough. How can you do that, then?

Have you heard of the haiku? It's a Japanese poetry form, now very popular in the 
West too. Haiku in English are poems usually written in three short lines. Sometimes 
they are written in a single line. They can capture a feeling or image. Just what a 
StartUp storyteller should do, too. Try this:

Write a Business Plan

Banging head against the wall

Sleep. Scream. Share. Unstuck.
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It's from David Worrell of Fuse Financial Partners. Does it offer you the key to 
successful business plan writing? Or give you a clue and show you how to go. The 
key word here is share. One of the best pieces of advice I can think to offer 
entrepreneurs is to seek feedback. This takes us back to the idea of asking a 
question.

Or how about this:

    Entrepreneurship

          Process of building castles

          Out of simple dreams.

It is by Spider Graham, and you can see more of his business haikus in his article, 
Finding the Zen of business through haiku.

Could you write a haiku on your value proposition. Here is my attempt for my own 
business—Startup Owl. It's not high class, but it should help you get the picture:

Lonely StartUp road

No compass, guidance hidden

Owl is wise mentor.

The deaf or those hard of hearing can help guide us StartUp storytellers, since 
with this kind of audience it's vital to be succinct and leave out the unnecessary. 
Signers waste no time and leave out many parts of speech, for instance. It's vital to 
maintain eye contact to be sure that the person remains engaged. Have you ever 
watched language signing? You'll remember that no time is wasted in communicating 
hello, goodbye, or thanks.

The idea of leaving things out never was part of writing a business plan in the 
past, but now in the age of Twitter, it's vital. 

The title of your story needs to grab, too. A British author friend of my parents, 
Gordon Rattray Taylor, wrote a book in 1948, called Economics for the Exasperated. 
Why do I mention this? The dismal science, especially just post-war, was full of 
wonderful and arcane theories and seemed completely irrelevant to the day-to-day 
lives of people. Another author of similar vintage, Fritz Schumacher, of Small is  
Beautiful fame, subtitled his book, Economics As If People Mattered.

In this Internet search dominated era, titles and text should both be designed with 
a keyword consciousness. I have been writing about StartUp storytelling for a while 
and one of the spurs to writing this ebook was when I discovered that my website 
appeared on page one (out of 1.7 million) for searches on the words 'startup 
storytelling'—and still do, I trust.

Even your logo can probably do with less-is-more, too. Apple, you'll remember 
originally had multicolored stripes on their logo, then just a black one with a bite 
out, to now when it's become liquid mercury. Right at the very, very beginning (1976) 
it was a 'woodcut' that showed Newton with the famous apple about to fall. 
Starbucks has followed a similar evolution towards simplicity. Shell too, which 
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moved from a realistic shell to a graphic treatment in 1930 with orange and yellow, 
through various iterations until the completely graphic treatment in 1999, when they 
even dropped the company name.

Apple logo 1976

We often feel somewhat deprived and that we are missing something, as if more 
would make us happier. Traveling in the Texas Far West, west of the Pecos river, my 
wife and I came across a building known as Luna's Jacal (say 'Hacal', it's the Spanish 
word for shack) on a bumpy dirt road in Big Bend. Luna was Gilberto Luna who lived 
in this 4 foot high 'house' built from sandstone he found on the spot. He raised 
twelve children with five wives right there in a one room shack in the desert, dying at 
108 in 1947. As few did, he lived peaceably with the Comanche, who used the nearby 
Alamo Creek as a war trail. Our stories should not be more complicated than that! 
The National Register of Historic Places photograph below, needs no text to explain 
it.

Less-is-more is the way of so many things in this high speed digital age. One I 
noticed was the Minuum Keyboard Project on Indiegogo, the crowdfunding platform. 
The keyboard improves touchscreen typing, because existing keyboards take up too 
much screen space. Minuum eliminates the visual clutter of archaic mobile 
keyboards by adapting the keyboard to a single dimension. It also has a specialized 
auto-correction algorithm that allows highly imprecise typing. Based on QWERTY, it 
also requires no new learning and can be resized and moved around the screen at 
will.

Less-is-more for Nick D'Aloisio, who founded his company, now called Summly at 
15 years-old. The app it offers automatically boils news articles down to 400-word 
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summaries. The StartUp attracted a lot of attention for its innovative solution to 
people on the go who wanted simple news updates on their iPhones, and in April 
2013 was bought by Yahoo for many millions of dollars.

Here are two further examples of less-is-more. Herb Kelleher (the longest-serving 
CEO of Southwest) once told someone, “I can teach you the secret to running this 
airline in thirty seconds. This is it: We are THE low-cost airline. Once you understand 
that fact, you can make any decision about this company's future as well as I can." 

Doug Stevenson, the host of the LinkedIn group on Business Storytelling, says 
“Silence in storytelling is not the absence of sound. It is the presence of emotion.” It 
takes guts to stand in front of your audience and remain silent. Use silence 
consciously, making eye contact with audience members and let them make eye 
contact with you. You create a bit of tension and anticipation, so that when you say, 
either really or metaphorically, “Once upon a time...”, your audience is with you.

During the telling, you can use pauses, too. They can rebuild attention, show 
confidence, have audience members look up from their note-taking, or just give 
listeners the space to recollect what you've been saying.

The use of silence is scary, though. It puts the audience on edge and maybe 
someone will fill the gap for you. It takes practice. Just like gestures. Remember your 
mother's animated bed-time stories, and how well body language works. Imagine 
drumming fingers, nail-biting, nose-tapping, eye-rubbling. We just know what these 
movements mean, wordlessly.

Practice silences as much as words!

Chapter 6 Takeaways
1. Decide what to leave out.

2. Choose an attention grabbing title.

3. Keep images and logos simple.

4. Remember Southwest Airlines' story: “We are THE low-cost airline!”

5. Use pauses, silence and gestures.
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Chapter	  7:	  Be	  Graphic:	  Use	  Metaphors	  and	  Anecdotes

NIKE	  Swoosh!
Our brains hunt for meaning and seek patterns so that we can make sense of the 

world. One of the brain's primary functions is to make causal connections, as in: 'if 
this, then that', or 'if... , then, therefore'. The more we can use imagery that can spark 
the brains of others to make those connections quickly and easily, the better. Herein 
lies the power of metaphor and anecdotes: verbal shorthand.

This chapter is less concerned with the literary uses of metaphor, but is more 
about how we can be effective storytellers and use metaphor in place of similes that 
use the 'like' or 'as', as an introduction. Metaphor (and anecdote) get straight to the 
point and allow the listener to create their own imagery. Metaphor avoids the 
complexity of analogy that has to use logic to show how two things can be different 
but similar. Often our StartUp storytelling does not have time for that. We are in a 
hurry and our audience is impatient.

Think of the term 'rubbernecker'. Rubbernecking is the act of gawking or staring 
at something of interest. The term rubbernecking refers to the physical act of 
craning one's neck, performed in order to get a better view. So, metaphors can be 
visual as well as verbal.

Using metaphor, you can compress complex ideas spatially or in time. Some 
theories propose that the brain converts verbal information into visual images, 
which are then used to encode the information and store it. The visual image acts in 
a sense as a retrieval system for the saved verbal information. For instance, think 
about, 'the atom is a minute solar system.'

According to a Time magazine survey, 50 per cent of respondents think in 
pictures when they think creatively vs. only 34 per cent who think in words 
(Time/MPAA/Microsoft, April 2013). About two-thirds of executives responding to a 
survey from gyro and The Fortune Group (2014) said that subjective factors that 
can’t be quantified make a difference when evaluating competing proposals. A 
majority say they often rely on gut feelings and soft factors when making decisions. 

A metaphor (using one thing to mean another), and an analogy (shows similarity 
between things that might seem different, like an extended metaphor) at their most 
effective can be both graphic and vocal at the same time. In effect, they are shortcuts 
to understanding, or an unconscious language of thought. Remember that nonverbal 
communication is more prevalent than verbal communication and visual images are 
entry points for accessing people's knowledge structures.

Another way of thinking about metaphor is as a means of conveying information 
about something complex, using an unrelated thing that is simpler to appreciate 
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quickly. It works particularly well if it triggers an emotional response. They don't 
have to be one-offs. Metaphors can be developed over time. Think of the GEICO 
gecko; the little creature lives out many stories in the TV ads, which have both 
associative and actual story lines about the insurance product.

Guy Kawasaki tells how he took up ice hockey and considers it dangerous, but 
telling other people that it was “war on ice” caused much stronger reactions. The 
more graphic and original, the better. “Brand metaphors and brand archetypes are 
cognitive shortcuts that convey a brand’s values and attributes by evoking 
psychological or cultural triggers, creating the emotional experiences consumers are 
looking for in the most effective way possible. Consumers are motivated by three 
higher needs: affiliation, aspiration, and identity.” This quote is from Forty, a design 
company.

I believe in metaphors, but watch out for the traps. One of the most frequently 
used metaphors in business these days, is the word 'bandwidth'. In IT, bandwidth 
refers to various bit-rate measures, representing the available or consumed data 
communication resources expressed in bits per second or multiples of it. In business 
conversation it has many applications, often used as excuses, such as 'I have run out 
of bandwidth,' meaning 'I can't do it.' It's graphic and generally understood, but 
masks the real reason for not cooperating, like 'I don't like your idea and I don't want 
to mess with it.'

The Nike Swoosh is probably the best-known brand metaphor in the business. The 
image is enough to convey everything that a sports shoe manufacturer would want 
to convey about the product. Another example if a strong metaphor is suggested by 
the brand name Ford Mustang.

Talking of animals, if you wanted to present biomimicry for example, you could 
use the zebra to make the point rather than a scientific presentation of the subject. 

Did you know that zebra stripes serve as camouflage; color blind animals, such as 
lions, can confuse zebras with tall grass in the savannah. Biting insects like the tsetse 
fly favor single-colored animals. The stripes act as a cooling system through 
convection; the black stripes can be up to 10 °C hotter than the white stripes, causing 
air circulation and cooling the zebra down. No two zebra have the same stripe 
pattern; they use this to identify each other. 

I believe in anecdotes, too. They have many virtues, including:

! they give you space to breathe and the reader/listener a chance to reflect;

! chances are high that you can use them to enhance your credibility;

! this kind of 'interjection' avoids going on a long digression;

! they can add brief moments of fun.

If you want an anecdote mentor, there is none better than Guy Kawasaki. Any of 
his books from The Art of the Start: The Time-Tested, Battle Hardened Guide for  
Anyone Starting Anything to Enchantment: The Art of Changing Hearts, Minds, and  
Actions will do. But FW Woolworth is not bad either. He said, “I am the world's worst 
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salesman, therefore, I must make it easy for people to buy.”

That's the kind of anecdote that you can actually use to build a story. FW 
Woolworth may be a bit passé today, since the stores are no longer present on every 
Main Street, as they were when I was a boy, but the anecdote says a lot about the 
store's customer service philosophy. 

Aphorisms are another tool you can use. They are tersely phrased statement of a 
truth or opinion that give you the chance to then tell your story as a means of 
explaining the aphorism. "I always tried to turn every disaster into an opportunity." 
This aphorism by John Davison Rockefeller is an example of making use of short 
phrases that will be quoted and repeated frequently. You can capture a great deal in 
an aphorism if you craft it well. Apparently Sam Walton said, “High expectations are 
the key to everything.” He certainly had some. Craig Jelinek, Costco's CEO says, “If 
you treat consumers with respect and employees with respect, good things are going 
to happen to you.”

On a historical note in stark contrast to the digital age, I have just been learning 
about the West Texas 'bob wahr' (the Texan way to say barbed wire) business during 
the great range wars of the late nineteenth century. Many of the first settlers made 
their living by herding wild longhorn cattle and driving them north long distances to 
railheads, where the cows could be shipped east by train to the insatiable beef 
market. 

However, longhorns made poor eating, especially after the long drives. Unlike the 
cowboys, farmers, who were newer arrivals, started bringing in European breeds, like 
Herefords. The trouble was that such good beef breeds needed to be enclosed, rather 
than roaming the range. Hence the ranchers found themselves often without access 
to water as they drove their cattle. You'll surely have seen Western movies, where 
fence cutting was the cause of much gunslinging.

Joseph Glidden of DeKalb, Illinois was a farmer who invented the first usable 
commercial barbed wire in 1874, but at the outset his invention was greeted 
skeptically, since even double stranded wire was easily cut by ranchers or broken by 
cows. In 1876 salesman Pete McManus with his partner John Warne (Bet-a-Million) 
Gates conducted a famous demonstration on Alamo Plaza in San Antonio, in which a 
fence of Glidden's "Winner" wire restrained a herd of longhorn cattle from the hay 
they had placed on the other side of the bob wahr. Gates reportedly touted the 
product as "light as air, stronger than whiskey, and cheap as dirt." Sales grew quickly 
thereafter, and barbed wire permanently changed land uses and values in Texas.

Of course, the unmet need was quickly met and the West changed forever.

Like McManus and Gates, many stories communicate successfully by showing as 
much as by telling. It is said that's how Otis got his start in elevators. He 
demonstrated the 'hourglass approach', avoiding telling his story with big data about 
the benefits of his safe elevator. Elisha Graves Otis told his story in 1853 by putting 
himself at its center. 

The company describes it like this: “Perched on a hoisting platform high above the 
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crowd at New York’s Crystal Palace, a pragmatic mechanic shocked the crowd when 
he dramatically cut the only rope suspending the platform on which he was 
standing. The platform dropped a few inches, but then came to a stop. His 
revolutionary new safety brake had worked, stopping the platform from crashing to 
the ground. “All safe, gentlemen!” the man proclaimed.”

“If you cannot measure it, you cannot improve it,”  said physicist Lord Kelvin, 
widely known for determining the correct value of absolute zero as approximately 
-273, but look where that quote has led modern business. Be careful.

I experienced the corollary to things you can't measure, with numbers at least, 
when I was selected to participate in a series of weekend workshops to determine my 
aptitude as an entrepreneur, back in 1981. It was run by the late Jeff Timmons, 
author of New Venture Creation, a trailblazing professor of entrepreneurship, and a 
longtime member of the faculty at Babson College.

You might think that such a process would focus on business plan writing ability, 
financial skills and risk taking. But no, we did not even get to present a single 
business plan and most of the emphasis was on the individual's capacity for self-
inquiry, quick collaborative learning and the tendency to swerve around obstacles.

One of the exercises involved playing horseshoes. The purpose was to show to 
teachers and participants alike, how you approached risk. Those with a positive self-
image and generally plan and set goals that are challenging, but attainable. Though 
involving a bit of stretching, participants like these initially aimed at a post quite far 
away, just enough to be challenged. A second group set goals lower than their 
abilities, afraid to fail in the horseshoe game, standing almost over the first post to 
drop the horseshoe directly on it. These are the self-limiters, both for themselves 
and their StartUp. 

Then there was a third group, who took on challenges beyond their ability, but 
filled with hope. They aimed their horseshoes at the farthest post. The interesting 
observation was how the twelve or so participants reacted, whether they learned or 
collaborated, so that in the second and subsequent rounds they could improve their 
performance. In our game there were indeed winners and losers, financially, since we 
had put up $10 each at the start. Winning $120 was worth taking the game seriously.

This is an anecdote that I have used frequently in my entrepreneurship classes, 
with lots of gestures and facial expressions to represent the players in that far off 
game, with of course, myself achieving an excellent result! It gets over the point 
about how entrepreneurs are calculated risk-takers in a way that is far more effective 
than giving them lots of stuff about risk theory and practice–and great learners from 
their own experience.

I might then summarize characteristics of high achievers, as:

! liking to control situations and taking responsibility for their own behaviors;

! being reasonable risk-takers;

! visualizing accomplishment in advance, setting goals accordingly;
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! being driven, focusing on the job in hand, and managing time well;

! communicating and team-working effectively, seeking mutual benefit;

! renewing themselves, and enjoying immediate feedback on their performance.

These, incidentally, are all characteristics of good StartUp storytellers. You can 
read more on this and related topics in Human Relations by Dalton, Hoyle, and 
Watts. You can also take a look at Understanding Entrepreneurship at StartUp Owl, 
my website.

Chapter 7 Takeaways
1. Metaphors and anecdotes often help our brain's hunt for meaning.

2. Non-verbal communication is prevalent and metaphors can be visual as 
well as verbal.

3. Anecdotes used as interjections provide a breather and add credibility.

4. Single sentences are able to deliver a full story in a compact, meaningful 
and arresting way.

5. 'Show' as well as 'tell'; demonstrations frequently make more effective 
stories than words.

55

http://startupowl.com/resources/before-you-start/understanding-entrepreneurship/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0538731087/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0538731087&linkCode=as2&tag=starsavv-20


Chapter	  8:	  Be	  Enhanced:	  Use	  All	  the	  Media	  to	  Enrich	  Experience

What's a plush penguin doing here? In my company, we used to have an annual 
strategy retreat at a British country hotel. In our third year, when profits had become 
important—rather than simply achieving positive cash flow—I introduced the idea of 
the 'profit penguin' to illustrate that while profits were indeed important, having fun 
in the process was important too. I liked the idea of the contrast of a slightly 
ridiculous animal with the company's income statement. The image would serve as a 
regular reminder as we pursued our goals in the future.

This chapter suggests a number of different media and props (like the penguin) 
that we can use to make our storytelling effective.

During the lunch break of the day I introduced the profit-penguin concept, one of 
my colleagues went downtown and bought a plush penguin to sit in the middle of 
the conference table for the rest of the retreat. That one act was very significant. The 
message had been received and understood, but also the community-building sense 
of fun was reinforced. That penguin stayed on my desk at work for years.

Good storytelling should make use of appropriate media and props. These can 
include:

! images—when they add, not detract from the purpose of the story;

! video—if short and good they can be shared on Vimeo, YouTube or elsewhere;

! slides—if they obey Guy Kawasaki's 30-20-10 rule and remain simple, they can 
be posted on SlideShare;

! infographics: graphic visuals of information, data, knowledge or stories;

! role plays or improv—if you are a master of the technique;

! whiteboards and flip charts, and even 'smartboards';

! physical props—especially when they convey a condensed message;
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! music or sounds, a little (Prokofiev's Peter and Wolf music is storytelling!);

! your product or the value it delivers—especially if it takes the audience back 
to their senses: touch, smell, taste;

! ads of many kinds;

! social media (such as Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest, Instagram, LinkedIn);

! one-to-one communication face-to–face, on the phone, by texting, and by 
email, for instance;

! indirect broadcast of all types, like Scribd  —  an online library that makes it easy 
to share and discover entertaining, informative, and original written content 
across the web and mobile devices.

Which ever media or props you use, be aware that they are at their most effective 
in dialogue, rather than one-way communication. If you are a baby boomer, the name 
of Marshall McLuhan, the Canadian communications theorist will be familiar, but 
even if not, you will probably have heard the expression, 'the medium is the 
message,' though he talked of the 'medium is the massage' to denote the effect of 
each medium on the senses.

Be aware therefore, of the likely effect of the medium upon the message that you 
seek to convey. McLuhan said, “Everybody experiences far more than he 
understands. Yet it is experience, rather than understanding, that influences 
behavior.”

Years ago I had a crazy idea of making modern ballet videos to teach 
communication skills to managers. I never did make any. The reason why I thought 
that it would work is that the non-verbal action could make the points so obviously. 
With language stripped away, the visual and musical drama unfolds without the 
interference of words.

You have often seen that 93 per cent of communication is non-verbal. Where does 
that come from? Dr. Albert Mehrabian, author of Silent Messages: Implicit  
Communication of Emotions and Attitudes, conducted several studies in 1972 on 
nonverbal communication. He found that 7% of any message is conveyed through 
words, 38% through certain vocal elements (like tone or volume), and 55% through 
nonverbal elements (like facial expressions, gestures, posture). Whether these studies 
can be taken on their face(!) value or not, we do know that messages are conveyed by 
many means and media.

You've heard the phrase, 'a picture is worth a thousand words' far too many times, 
but an image can often be better remembered than a bunch of text. You have heard 
the expression, 'that's very graphic', which it encapsulates that idea.

There is a dilemma for the StartUp storyteller. If the story is good it should stand 
on its own and not let the medium do the work. Good supportive media can be not 
only supportive, but 'telling' on their own. There's a trap, though. The media you use 
should not get in the way of the message. Given that the first five seconds are vital 
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to communication on your website landing page, cluttering it up with too many 
clever visuals or forcing a Flash sequence on your visitor, may turn them away.

In our digital age, we have come to expect lots of visual material, video and fast 
paced stories told in 'sound bites', like graphic novels, comics, animations and video 
clips. So we need to be conscious of the opportunities they offer and at least dare to 
try making use of them.

TED talks are a good place to go to find good storytelling, and it's also a good 
place to go for telling titles: here's a couple that I picked at random. Self-Healing 
Asphalt and Metal That Breathes. The first striking and intriguing one is about roads 
that can be repaired by induction heating and the second, arresting and implausible 
one is about thermo-bimetals, smart materials that act more like human skin, 
dynamically and responsively. Both titles could have been hyper-technical and 
significantly less likely to attract and hold attention. For more great examples of TED 
storytelling, read this short piece (with links): 7 Storytelling Techniques Used by the 
Most Inspiring TED Presenters.

On the Web and in the Cloud, there are all kinds of presentation media for you tap 
into. Here are some for you to try.

1. Xtranormal  : for making animated videos by just typing; I had some of my 
students make videos this way and the results were fun and illuminating, 
though it has now been superseded by Nawmal. Another tool is GoAnimate, 
but it's a bit more expensive Everyone will tell you that video is vital. If you go 
to a videographer, but make sure you have the budget. If you want to do-it-
yourself, you may want to get a 'helper' for lighting or audio. I have started to 
practice on my own, making repeated 2 or 3 minute head and shoulders videos 
and I can't say I'm thrilled with the results.

2. Animoto  : offers a simple way to create quality videos online. More applicable 
to the home and family market, it is nonetheless a convenient way to make 
good looking videos from your own material and there's a free version for 30-
second clips. An alternative is Stupeflix. If you're a Mac person, try iMovie. 
With videos produced by any of these means, you can upload to YouTube or 
Vimeo, Daily Motion, or other platforms for added exposure.

3. SlideRocket  : (now acquired by ClearSlide) can be used for solo or collaborative 
work. You can both make presentations from existing slides or new material 
with lots of design elements and dynamic tools, including animation and live 
feeds.

4. Prezi  : is a virtual whiteboard “that transforms presentations from monologues 
into conversations: enabling people to see, understand, and remember ideas.” I 
saw it used first six years ago and Prezi now has more than 18 million users. It 
works well, but you may find it tricky to master.

5. Haiku Deck  : is a great way to design pitch decks that are powerful visually. I 
use a lot of the time. You can see an example of one of mine, by clicking here. 
When you've created your pitch, then you can add it to SlideShare (see #6 
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below), embed it in your website and do many other things.

6. SlideShare  : is part of LinkedIn and lets you post presentations online for 
public or private viewing and can therefore be another way of presenting your 
StartUp story to audiences you may not have considered. If you take a look by 
searching the word 'startup', you may find lots of ideas and inspiration. 
Slideserve is an alternative.

7. Slidesnack  : is free and lets you upload your story as a pdf for sharing, and you 
can record and share a slidecast, putting it on YouTube if you wish. You can 
make pdfs from PowerPoint, Word, or if like me you're a Mac person, Keynote.

8. Infographics: are a whole new storytelling medium that also follows the Less is 
More maxim. These words and graphics panels tell your story in an instant. 
Infogr.am is a platform that uses pre-designed charts and infographic 
templates, to which you can add, videos and maps. It only takes a few minutes 
to create an infographic, then you can embed it in your blog post or share it.

9. Visual.ly  : is a place to create your own infographic or get help to make one. 
Then when it's posted on their website, others will be able to get the HTML and 
post it on their own website. Visual.ly has been acquired (2016) by 
ScribbleLive, a content marketing platform, who pricing is quite expensive. 
Neither is 'do-it-yourself'.

10. One excellent place to learn more from a startup that has built a successful 
StartUp pitch deck, is Airbnb's first deck. If you want a quick way to make a 
StartUp slide deck, you can try SlideBean, using one of their templates. They 
also have examples of successful slide decks used by StartUps.

One of the side virtues of trying some of these media is that, even if you do not 
publish anything, you'll have a way of testing out your storytelling and getting 
friends or colleagues to give you feedback.

As you use your own searching skills, with a storyteller mind, your web travels will 
take you to some very interesting places that I may never find. You should keep 
traveling since the landscape is changing so fast.

In his book, The Feeling of What Happens, Antonio Domasio, the leading expert on 
the neuropysiology of emotions, says, "Telling stories precedes language, since it is, 
in fact, a condition for language... The brain naturally weaves wordless stories about 
what happens to an organism in an environment." So you should not hesitate to use 
every medium at your disposal... Crayola crayons included.

When my wife and I visited Seminole Canyon in Southwest Texas near to Mexico, 
we were thrilled to be taken to visit the 10,000 year-old cave pictographs. These 
remote prehistoric pictures tell stories that we find hard to interpret with our minds, 
but these vivid media create a direct link with the ancients as we recreate 
impressions of visitors from outer space, daunting white shamans and barefoot 
hunters living a rich life in the desert. In Panther Cave a giant red mountain lion or 
panther tells us wordlessly across the ages of the risky lives the ancients lived in this 
region of what we carelessly call the New World. Look at the storytelling in this copy 

59

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0156010755/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0156010755&linkCode=as2&tag=starsavv-20
http://slidebean.com/
http://www.businessinsider.com/airbnb-a-13-billion-dollar-startups-first-ever-pitch-deck-2011-9#-1
http://visual.ly/
https://infogr.am/
http://www.slidesnack.com/
http://www.slideserve.com/
http://www.slideshare.net/


of a Seminole pictograph in the Texas Memorial Museum.

 But wait. We are not done.

 The New World is in transmedia storytelling. What's that you say? Transmedia is 
the art of sharing a narrative over multiple media platforms (print, online, stage, 
film, social networks, gaming, apps), where unique content is delivered through each 
platform. Inspired by the biography, Alexander Hamilton, by Ron Chernow, the 2015 
musical, Hamilton, by Lin-Manuel Miranda, uses costume, hip-hop and dance. It 
began as the “The Hamilton Mixtape”, apparently.

Margaret Looney, writing in the International Journalists Network blog, says, 
“Transmedia storytelling means dividing chunks of a story across multiple platforms 
to form one cohesive narrative. Transmedia stories often have audience engagement 
as a key goal.” By using multiple media, the idea is to increase involvement with the 
story. This is a new art and not one that I have perfected myself. I'm only a beginning 
student. It may be a function of my age. My grandchildren seem to manage it 
seamlessly.

For those who launch themselves into transmedia storytelling, Margaret's advice is 
to keep the story elements unique for each platform, using its particular strengths, 
but with a unique point of entry; see if you can find partners with whom to share the 
creative activity; keep it cost effective and remember the story comes first, not all 
the bells and whistles that new media offer.

Just as I have been advising all along, good storytelling involves interactivity with 
the audience and the special opportunity and challenge of transmedia storytelling is 
to increase two way communication.

Chapter 8 Takeaways
1. Use appropriate media and props to reinforce the story's message.

2. Remember how much of communication is non-verbal.

3. Use pictures–they may be able to say more than you can.

4. Take advantage of the many programs, platforms and apps on the Web and 
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in the Cloud.

5. Don't forget about transmedia: sharing narratives over many platforms.
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Chapter	  9:	  Be	  SelecLve:	  Use	  the	  Best	  Means–Elevator	  to	  C-‐Suite

Your means of storytelling must be appropriate to the situation. To mix 
metaphors, it's horses for courses. A quick meeting in passing, which is where the 
term 'elevator pitch' comes from, calls for headlines, brevity and succinctness, but 
almost all the advice offered in the book remain valid, no matter the situation.

Aha! There is not one story we can use for all occasions, so this chapter helps you 
to consider what kinds of ways you can tailor your story to meet the needs of the 
situation.

Have you heard of a message map? You can use this deceptively simple technique 
to figure out what story makes sense where. For each stakeholder or audience, name 
their question(s) or concern(s). If in doubt, ask them. 

First complete the boxes for each of three key messages, but no more. Don't say to 
yourself, 'and another thing...' Then figure out the three supporting stories for each. 
Do not overload the list of messages and make sure not to have more than three. 
Each supporting story should be the reason the message should be believed.

Work hard on rendering (yes, boil down) the complex to its simplest components 
and avoid cramming all your ideas into the three key messages just because you are 
brimming with them. Make sure the messages and the supporting stories are 
memorable, inspiring and sharable.

Key Message 1 Key Message 2 Key Message 3

Supporting story A Supporting story D Supporting story G

Supporting story B Supporting story E Supporting story H

Supporting story C Supporting story F Supporting story I

Each of the supporting stories can be a story per se or a set of data that support 
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the message and make it believable. A message map can be used on its own or in 
conjunction with a storyboard.

You can work on a message map solo or in teams, using paper and pencil, a white 
board, a computer or notebook. Message mapping is a communication version of a 
mind map (discussed in Chapter 2). You can even use mind mapping to produce a 
message map.

By organizing your storytelling using a method like this, you will begin to find the 
whole process much easier. It will help you to decide on messages and supporting 
stories, as well as appropriate lengths and styles.

I have a range of different length stories. The shortest is one word in answer to 
almost anything anyone asks about what I do. The word is, 'StartUps'. Then it 
progresses to “People ask me for help with their StartUps.” Then it moves on to 
“People ask me for help with their StartUps, when they get stuck.” And so on till I am 
writing a full article or proposal.

The stories or answers get longer, have visuals, are formal, interactive, or 
whatever, depending upon need. If you'd like help in building an elevator pitch, by 
the way, have a look at the HBS Elevator Pitch Builder.

Having different stories for varying circumstances will help you not be floored 
when you have expectations different to those of your audience.

For example, I had a business inquiry from someone in the United States who was 
having difficulty deciding between two prototypes—whether it would be better to go 
with a small version, or a scaled up one. 

Here's how I replied to this person, “Some years ago I lived on the Mediterranean 
island of Corsica in a tiny mountain village. I had a friend who was a creative 
carpenter. He had been working for ages on a prototype of an amazing computer 
desk. I kept asking when he'd be ready to sell it and the reply was always to the 
effect that he wanted to make some improvements—materials, functionality, etc. 

One day I asked him if he knew the village mayor (an important function in French 
villages) and of course he did. So I asked, "Do you know what his job is?" "No," he 
replied, "What is it?" Well, he was the IT boss of the biggest company on the island. 
"Oh," he said when I told him. So I ventured, "Why don't you walk down the road to 
Mayor's office in the village and offer him the desk to try in his business office in 
town?" I went on to suggest he could loan one of his prototypes, or sell one at a 
discount, or even give it free, on the basis that he would get user experience and 
feedback from the best reference available. He could not appreciate the concept, 
never did it, technology moved on from desktops to laptops, and he still builds 
staircases.

The morals of this story are:

1. the best advice comes from customers; 

2. revenue now is worth more than revenue later; 

3. perfection may come too late.
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If I was confronted with a would-be entrepreneur seeking funding for a high tech 
StartUp, the notions might still be valid, but I would not suggest using a whimsical 
story like this with a pitch deck for a presentation to an angel investor, or in an 
effort to raise a bank loan on Main Street.

Situational settings for StartUp storytelling vary. In every case, rehearsal and 
planning are vital. Creating expectations can be done ahead of time by sending out a 
brief on how the communication is going to work. This is especially important when 
an event is not face-to-face. 

Annette Simmons, author of Whoever Tells the Best Story Wins, categorizes the 
situations into six categories: 

1. Who I am;

2. Why I'm here;

3. Teaching;

4. Vision;

5. Values in action;

6. I know what you're thinking.

These six categories will guide you on the kind of experience that you wish your 
audience to have. Also, you may decide to use a series or combinations, given the 
actions you aim to produce among listeners. Whatever the circumstance, I suggest 
you find out as much as you can, beforehand, about the people who are your 
audience. Their interests and why they are in front of you.

A tiny example concerns when I was advising my half Irish grandson preparing for 
a transatlantic Skype job interview. I found out that one of the co-founders of the 
company is Irish. I suggested my grandson should find out a bit more about him, so 
he could make some links when he is online for the interview.

Here is my own rather more specific set of situations:

One-on-one meetings: The purposes can vary, but include a meeting between 
manager and subordinate, one between a salesperson and prospective buyer, you 
and the bank loan officer... You will need to condition your approach, depending 
upon how well you know the person, how long you have, and what result you want. 
Some pointers are: don't forget to say who you are, if you are not familiar; set the 
context clearly, so that you don't launch into storytelling as you might in a bar; have 
material to support the exchange. If you are seeking to persuade your boss or an 
investor, you will surely assess the sensibilities of the situation and are less likely to 
be casual. The advantage of one-on-one meetings for the storytellers are that the 
feedback that you need will be instant and easy to recognize. Use it to your 
advantage, by including the other person in your story. The asking of questions is 
easier to handle and you may even be able to swap stories to heighten empathy. 

Small group presentations: Here's where the use of questions can work 
particularly well. In a product story, it could start something like, 'how would you 
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find a...' or 'given that we all use so-and-sos and they are all manufactured 
overseas...'. Another approach could be to ask the audience their expectations for the 
session. Of course, you have set the meeting up to present your widget, otherwise 
why would you want the people there? But their answers will give you some pegs to 
link with your story. The advantage of small group meetings for the storyteller is 
that you can break participants into pairs or threesomes and set them feedback 
tasks. Keep control of the meeting by ensuring that the audience does not take over, 
by keeping the break-out groups short.

Large meetings: A technique I have seen used to advantage is to ask a leading 
question and have an audience member answer. Then ask their name and where 
they're from. You can then use that person repeatedly, to make the big group seem 
intimate. Make sure too, that you catch audience members' eyes and move around as 
you tell your story. There's nothing so sleepy-making as a fixed figure behind a 
podium. The advantage of the large group for storytellers is that you can 'work the 
crowd' to develop group identity. Building support for the message you trying to 
impart is easier. You can use an ice-breaker such as the 'great shake', asking 
participants to shake hands and report to the group on the experience of what they 
learned non-verbally. Not every person has to give feedback (that might be tedious), 
but those that do will help you consolidate the group. On the other hand (!), the 
storyteller can get too far ahead of the group and alienate them—avoid the talking 
head.

Indirect media communication: Here's where your creative skills come to the fore. 
You may be surprised how much you can do yourself, but even if you are using 
outside help, be sure that it's your show, not theirs. The advantage to the storyteller 
is that you control the situation, but that also has the inbuilt disadvantage of no 
feedback to gauge the immediate impact of the story. Pre-planning is vital to any 
kind of meeting where you are using storytelling, but in the case of indirect media, 
you will need to find some kind of proxy for feedback. Examples include 'trying it on 
the dog' by sending the story to a few people for comment before launching it, or 
using a medium such as a blog and inviting comment.

Virtual media communication: Here is a tough one to manage. Have you 
participated in webinars or Skype meetings, for example? My experience is that they 
are a huge challenge to organize. Many webinars that I have attended have been run 
as if they were face-to-face meetings. That does not work. For example, the sound or 
vision quality may not be adequate for the participant and poor bandwidth (sic) 
makes reception spotty, so the organizer must have a way of checking on this. The 
speed with which visuals are changed may not be right, the technology for asking 
questions or recording notes may be inadequate. More time may be required for 
allowing participants to be comfortable with the technology. The advantage for the 
storyteller of these virtual meetings is that you can take questions in written form 
and display them. Of course you need to plan adequate time space for this to work. 
You need to allow for late arrivals and early departures. I have to admit that I have 
not perfected the art (I use Google Hangouts for some of my teaching). Practice, once 
again, is the order of the day, but you must master the technology. Trying to fix 
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things on the fly generally kills the story.

Subject matter and level differences are important to the way you undertake your 
storytelling. Here are some pointers for a few functionally different purposes. 

Capital raising: Whether it concerns a business angel or a venture capitalist, be 
sure you know their criteria and specific data requirements. It's probably fair to say 
that no two are alike in what they're looking for, except that they will want to see a 
viable team, a unique solution to a large problem, and a clear path to revenue, and 
they'll need to know how you will provide them with an exit. Do good research on 
their existing investments, so your story can link to their known interests. 
Storytelling in these situations can be very effective, but my advice is to keep the 
stories short and use the story map as a way of being sure that the story really 
supports the message. Richard Branson says, “It is vitally important to present a 
clear, concise plan that investors can easily understand and repeat to their own 
people. In the first meeting, avoid overly complicated, numbers-laden presentations.”

Bank loan presentations: Before you even get there, you need to be sure about 
what the bank's requirements will be, depending upon loan type (home equity, 
working capital, equipment purchase, SBA guaranteed, or whatever). You need to 
have all that information in presentable form, so that you can leave it behind at the 
end. Take a look at the SBA's Business Loan Checklist. If you are going to employ 
storytelling, make sure they know that you will leave the meeting with their 
requirements met. Of course bank executives are human like the rest of us and will 
be susceptible to all the emotional appeals that I have suggested. Do not be daunted 
by the formality, but remember that bankers have been trained to check all the boxes 
in the loan application process.

A sales pitch to a retailer: No reason not to use storytelling to push your unique 
product, but make sure you know the retailer and their policies, the 'retail details'  
like minimum order sizes, wholesale and suggested retail prices, payment terms and 
that sort of thing. This is stating the obvious, and you cannot expect storytelling to 
do the job for you, but you can expect to have a greater chance of appealing to the 
buyer and being remembered. The more the story can relate to the buyer's priorities, 
the better. The buyer is not going to give you shelf space if your stuff does not fly 
off the shelves. Consumer behaviors will be more convincing that product attributes. 
Feedback stories from product demonstrations in other stores could be a way to go, 
for example.

Storytelling in the C-Suite: So many people want to attract the attention of Chief 
Executives or the Chiefs of 'Anythingelse'. To make sure that your story does just 
that you need to do three things. First, it must be noticed and this depends as much 
as anything on the ways that your 'chief target' gets information. Second, you need 
to be sure that your story meets the chief's information needs. Third, your story has 
to be both relevant and credible. What are the benefits that will find the chief's sweet 
spot. Don't forget, too, that your personal story matters as well. Chief executives 
have positional power and most will want to feel that they remain in control, so 
ensure that you can 'turn on a dime', rather than struggling to the bitter end of your 
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story, if the chief (fairly or unfairly) decides that it's not working. Chances are high 
that a boss will want answers, not excuses. An oil multinational CEO told me stories 
of how his subordinates would never be constructive in their meetings with him. 
What he wanted was creative solutions, but never got them because managers had 
not taken the trouble to find out what he wanted and thus made (wrong) 
assumptions.

Leaders are Storytellers: almost as a matter of course. Howard Gardner, a 
professor of cognition and education at Harvard and known for his ideas about 
multiple intelligences, describes three types of leader-storytellers: the first is the 
kind that tells the same stories that everyone else tells; the second brings a new 
twist to the same old stories; the ones you'll remember are the visionary ones who 
create entirely new stories. It's worth your while to watch a 2½ minute video of him 
talking about leaders and storytelling.

Beyond the story itself: Your story matters. Be aware that of the Fortune 500 
companies (according to UMass Darmouth's 2015 version of its annual study on 
F500 and Social Media), 103 corporations (21%) had corporate blogs, down 10% from 
2014. Twitter is more popular than Facebook (78% vs 74%). Glassdoor (87%) has 
joined LinkedIn (93%) as a popular business tool. The use of Instagram has increased 
by 13% pointing to more interest in visually rich platforms, let alone all the 
multitude of other media that spray corporate audiences with information.

These are just examples, but the principles remain the same for each different 
functional setting. In every one, you'll find that good storytelling will tip the balance 
in your favor.

Chapter 9 Takeaways
1. Apply an appropriate kind of storytelling for each different situation.

2. Situations can vary according to: numbers of participants; distance from 
the storyteller; the medium used; the purpose for telling the story; the 
cultural setting.

3. Reflect on the kind of experience that you aim to achieve.

4. Use a message map to set out the supporting stories for each key message.

5. Do not be afraid to reply to questions by telling a story.
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Chapter	  10:	  Be	  EffecLve:	  Methods	  to	  Confirm	  the	  Story	  Works

There's an old saying that goes like this: good judgment comes from experience 
and experience comes from bad judgment. 

Hence getting experience with your story is the reason why you will not be 
surprised to hear, that rehearse, rehearse, rehearse, is going to pay off. You'll get 
better and better as time goes along, but at the outset, it will be helpful to practice 
with different audiences and then check your storytelling against a set of criteria, 
and rate them as poor, fair, or good.

This chapter offers you tools for predetermining the components that will be most 
likely to work. It's best to go into the market place or on the road well prepared, 
rather than hoping your deep subject knowledge and confidence in the product will 
enable you to play it off the cuff.

Before you 'go on the road' with your story find a few people to try it with, 
avoiding risk and without being surprised by it's failure to work. Love your 'off 
Broadway' tryouts and the refinements that you will be able to put into the story.

The same set of criteria can be used by those you ask for feedback. Free form 
feedback is often good, but may confuse you, so try the rubric below. It shows how 
to evaluate each criterion.

StartUp Storytelling Rubric

Storytelling Criteria poor fair good

Grab limp interesting striking

Story Itself lethargic matter of fact problem to solution

Meaning obscure transparent enlightening

Imagery pedestrian original unforgettable

Body Language immobile mobile animated

Facial Expression fixed changing expressive

Voice monotone varied modulated

Focus on Audience disregarding passive attentive

Audience Role listening curious participating

Ask imperceptible clear compelling
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Let's look at each criterion in turn. Each one will give you pointers as to how you 
might improve your story or its telling.

The grab is vital. Grabbing the attention of the brains reading or listening to your 
story is surprisingly difficult, given how filled they are with other ideas and 
emotions. You can arouse pleasant or unpleasant sensations. You might have been 
told to be abundantly clear in your presentations, but it may be that by creating 
confusion in the reader's or listener's brain, you may grab attention. You might 
create surprise or be provocative.

In my company years ago, we used to have all shortlisted job candidates come and 
make presentations to any existing members of staff that would like to be part of the 
selection process. Alan Wilson, a candidate asked if he could bake bread for us live, 
as a way of demonstrating his approach to total quality management. No 
PowerPoints, no handouts, just some dough that he had prepared beforehand and a 
portable oven, with his patter of course. He got the job and I am still in touch with 
him, over 30 years later.

Help the audience see what you see. Don't be frightened by emotion—or failure. 
Not everything Alan did went according to plan. One small batch of the rolls he 
baked on the portable oven was burned. But he was able to use this to demonstrate 
one of the points he was making.

Like Alan, don't be shy about using props or other objects. Naturally they should 
not be complicated or get in the way of communication. Images, verbal or graphic, 
can also be a wonderful shorthand. Don't overdo them, but slip them in when they 
can save time.

In a typical PowerPoint presentation, people don’t pay attention to boring things. 
You’ve got seconds to grab someone’s attention. You have to act quickly to ensure 
that you offer something emotional and relevant.

In terms of the story itself, consider things like the level of suspense created, the 
characterization of the people described, how easy it is to follow the plot, whether 
the theme is easy to detect. 

A 2012 study by Boston-based brand storytelling specialists Greenough 
Communications, which examined prevalent storylines in major business 
publications like the Wall Street Journal, Fortune and Fast Company, most of the 
stories analyzed were about 'Things Not What They Seemed”. In gradually 
descending order storylines were:

! New Kid on the Block

! Cautionary Tale

! Recipe for Successful

! The Prediction

! Fall From Grace

! Clash of the Titans
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! Best-Kept Secret

! When History Repeats

! David vs. Goliath.

The same company did a follow-up study in 2013 on The Art [and Science] of  
Mobile, Security and Healthcare Storytelling. It's well worth a look.

While these studies should not be your guide in determining your own storyline, 
you may find it useful to compare yours with the Greenough list, in terms of the 
extent to which your story will attract media attention.

Whatever the storyline, the brain naturally wants to know what happens next. A 
set of bullet points is neither exciting, nor revealing. At a certain point you will 
surely have some information to impart, but that could as well be done by an 
information sheet, a brochure, a specification, a set of financials. The story will be 
what captivates.

On behalf of a young family, I recently visited a house builder, because the homes 
he was offering involved a 0% deposit under a USDA Rural Development program 
and the repayments of principal, interest, taxes and insurance added up to about 
half what a comparable rental property would cost. The salesman had learned the 
importance of relating before selling, so worked awfully hard to find out what kinds 
of things I liked to do. 

He extolled the granite countertops they offered and that were not available from 
other builders on the subdivision. He focused on features that he considered 
important. This was irrelevant, since I was not the potential buyer, as I had 
explained. I wanted to know the story of why the Department of Agriculture would 
be involved in such a scheme, and how it worked, since the process sounded too 
good to be true for a family that lived somewhat hand-to-mouth, and against a 
background of the property bubble that was still in everybody's minds.

Make sure the story is relevant to the interests of the listener. 

The meaning of the story must be graphically clear. Most fairy stories have a 
moral. So for instance, Jack and the Beanstalk encourages the idea of following 
dreams and aspirations. How is your StartUp going to make the world a better place?

How about The Three Little Pigs? Or how about David and Goliath? For an 
entrepreneur the answers should be obvious. The meaning of your stories should be 
too. 

Early in the life of my main StartUp company, we faced extinction. The cash flow 
was coming to a dramatic and sudden end, our assets were few and chances were 
high that our banker would soon pull the rug from under our feet. In fact, there was 
a moment when we had to have cash within two weeks or we were dead. My two 
partners and I had a very heated meeting, during which one of them shouted, “I 
don't mind if you challenge my judgements, but please don't challenge my facts.”

He had been producing spreadsheet after spreadsheet to analyze a future that we 
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probably would never reach, when what we needed was revenue, not data. What he 
saw as facts were financial forecasts that I interpreted as judgements. The facts, for 
me, were dollars in the bank—or a lack of them. We did not go bust, by the way; we 
got a client to settle a large invoice before it was due and we survived. The meaning 
of this story is that facts can sometimes be judgments and judgments can 
sometimes be facts. Politicians juggle the two all the time.

Your story will work best if the imagery is unforgettable. “Picture this...” you say, 
and immediately you get the audience looking with you. Or, 'here's what I saw...' and 
you are pulling the audience into your experience. Catch their eyes, though, as well 
as their imaginations. When you have caught their eyes, let them look and take the 
initiative. You have experienced Flash-based websites, all full of flashy (ugh, I know) 
images and text that scroll before your eyes at a pace that does not allow you to 
decide when you're done, or ready to move on to the next idea.

Sometimes slow is fast, in terms of capturing attention. The imagery can be visual 
or verbal and to be unforgettable it has to be shorthand for the whole idea and may 
be:

! quirky, possibly, like the Afflac duck, who quacks the corporate name;

! original, but not just for effect; remember, keep the end in mind; Ford 
advertised the Model T in 1914, “Buy It Because It's a Better Car”;

! something familiar, but applied in an unfamiliar setting, like an egg-beater in a 
paint pot, a food blender blending a cell phone;

! the unexpected, like a rap song to convey market opportunity, or break 
dancing to convey a product's flexibility;

! a metaphor, as we saw in Chapter 7; my company logo is an owl, intended to 
infer a 'wise old bird';

! involve a demonstration, like making the movements of walking a high wire, if 
that's what the story involves.

If you are storytelling live (or recorded), then your body language, facial 
expression, and voice are all going to be part of the story whether you like it or not. 
It's not that we seek to turn storytellers into actors, but it's important to be aware of 
the messages you are giving. If you start the story with open arms, it will welcome 
the audience into the story. Moving about will tend to keep the audience focused on 
what you're saying, but doing so inappropriately will detract from the story. Gazing 
intently at an audience member may help you be dominant—or induce discomfort. 
You can flinch if you sense audience disbelief, or to invite a question. You might nod 
your head to emphasize your conviction. If nothing else, changing the pace of your 
delivery, the tone of voice or volume will all help maintain attention. This 
particularly important if you are using some indirect medium through the Web, for 
instance. These are just a few ideas. As you perfect your own storytelling, make a 
point of observing other storytellers' use of movement and expression.

Focus on the audience and the audience role matter hugely. Your role as the 
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storyteller is obviously critical, but without the audience, there is no story to tell. In a 
sense the audience members are playing a role in your story and their behavior is 
vital to your success. They are the customers for your story in one way or another. If 
they are passive and not implicated, you and your story are for the birds. If you don't 
give them what they want, you'll lose them in no time. Think about not only the 
story's relevance, but also how it relates to what they are about.

The ask. By now, this book will have wasted your time, if you have not registered 
the importance of the ask to the story itself. We have seen several different ways and 
means to get audiences to act. As a StartUp founder, a big part of what you do is 
getting action from others. There would be little point in telling the story if you had 
no end in mind. In basic sales courses, 'asking for the business' is drummed in to 
trainees. It may sometimes be daunting to go straight for the jugular, and trainees 
are instructed about the next best thing which is 'the advance'. Gaining commitment 
to some next step is what that means, even if it's something as simple as another 
meeting. In storytelling, it's vital not to shy away from the ask, so when you are 
doing a dummy run, you should seek feedback on the effectiveness of your ask.

In any event your rehearsals can involve doing it for real with a 'test' group, the 
first ever presentation, 'trying it on the dog' by asking a colleague to act as a proxy 
for the intended audience, putting a 'beta' version out there on the Web.

However you practice, be sure to have a way of capturing the feedback you'll get. 
You could ask people to write their comments, or do something more formal like 
completing a form or questionnaire. You can always note down verbal feedback, but 
don't overlook the unspoken reactions you may get through facial expressions or 
body language. Heaven forbid your audience nods off!

Even if your storytelling does not make its mark–you don't get the investment, the 
client doesn't buy, don't just crawl away, be courageous and seek to find out what 
did not work, just as Pattie Sellers, a Fortune journalist, explains in a two-minute 
Stanford Business School video on why storytelling is important for entrepreneurs.

Peter Guber, author of Tell to Win: Connect, Persuade, and Triumph with the  
Hidden Power of Story, offers ten principles for successful business storytelling. 
They can serve you well as a checklist before your launch into your story. Here they 
are:

1. Select the right story for the right audience.

2. Choose when the listener will be receptive.

3. Find the source material for good stories.

4. Make sure your call to action resonates.

5. Get in the right state for your story.

6. Tell the story with authentic, contagious energy.

7. Demonstrate vulnerability and perseverance.

8. Make the story experience interactive.
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9. Engage the senses of your audience.

10.Listen actively with all your senses.

You might want to seek inspiration. I have some suggested reading. These three 
novels make good relaxation reading, while at the same time, they may give you 
ideas to work on:

! What I Didn't Learn at Business School: How Strategy Works in the Real World  , 
by Jay Barney and Trish Gorman Clifford. This is a book I set my MBA Strategy 
course students; it's a fictional story about a newly minted MBA striking out as 
a management consultant;

! Leading with Soul: an Uncommon Journey of Spirit  , by Lee Bolman and 
Terrance Deal. When I used to teach organizational behavior, Bolman & Deal's 
Reframing Organizations was one of the set books; this novel is a leader's 
quest for answers;

! Vapor Trails  , a novel by RP Siegel and Roger Saillant, a former academic 
colleague of mine. It's a fast paced book about corporate value clashes and the 
intrigue that results.

Even if you don't jump to read any of these, keep your eyes peeled for business 
storytelling in business publications, news stories, or on the Web. Actively note the 
ones that you find effective. After a while you will begin to see your own patterns of 
effectiveness that you can apply in your own storytelling. 

If reading the business press is not your bag, though I suspect it is–at least to suck 
up good ideas and opportunities–keep a note of your five favorite business 
storytellers. The human beings that do it best will enthrall and inspire you. One of 
the best places to seek them out is You Tube or the videos that entrepreneurs post 
as part of their Kickstarter crowdfunding campaigns. Bookmark them and edit the 
list of five all the time.

Chapter 10 Takeaways
1. Try out your story before going live in a critical setting.

2. Get feedback on 10 key criteria using the StartUp Storytelling Rubric: the 
grab; story itself; meaning; imagery; body language; facial expression; 
voice; focus on audience; audience role; the ask.

3. If your story and the consequent ask does not succeed, seek to find out why.

4. Avidly read the business stories of others and keep a note of those that are 
effective.

5. Record your top five business storytellers, updating the list regularly.
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Postscript:	  Preparing	  and	  Sustaining	  Yourself	  as	  a	  Storyteller
Before deciding to read this book, you probably already had the skill and ability to 

be a good StartUp storyteller, but might not have applied that competence. Now you 
have finished reading, you can do even better.

What you will hear endlessly from the 'experts' in fictional story telling, 
storytelling leaders, brand storytellers and others who are just great practitioners is 
that it is

! vital to listen and well as tell, or as I tell my students, be a great noticer, since 
the story must be relevant to the listener;

! imperative to make an emotional connection; plan with the head, but connect 
with the heart;

! necessary for the story to have meaning, often deep meaning about life, the 
universe and everything, as Douglas Adams would say;

! critical for your story to be believable; without conviction, the listener will 
forget or reject what you say.

You have read Founders Are Storytellers, and tried to commit the main points to 
memory—or at least the ones that convinced you. But of course, you have better 
things to do, and when you get to the point of needing to make a presentation or 
convince others of the amazing things about your offer and why they need it, you 
shoot from the hip.

That can be spontaneous, but disappointing. Also when colleagues are faced with 
the same challenge, you will want to have them making their pitches from the same 
standpoint and to tell a story very consistent with your own.

So, here is a simple graphic that can guide you, as you design the pitch. Use it as 
is, or adapt it to your own special circumstance.

There are ways that you can use the Story Sequence:

1. as a way to structure you pitch;
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2. to have beside you as you prepare and rehearse what you'll say;

3. as a check that no vital steps are missing when the pitch is prepared.

In addition, there are some ways you could try to make your storytelling even 
better. This is not just another business technique. It's about you. So, give yourself 
the space to develop your own courage. Try the six following ways.

1. Being Quiet: I practice mindfulness meditation. The practice involves being 
alone with your breath. It may sound silly, if you have never done any 
meditation. We take breathing for granted. Focusing on breathing is not as 
easy as it sounds, since we normally give it no attention. If we do, it will tend 
to release tension and energize us. Spending time with your breath and letting 
go of thoughts and sensations is likely to keep you in the present moment and 
notice your body. If you'd like help, I suggest that you read a recent book by a 
friend of mine, Michael Carroll, called Fearless at Work. Michael has 30+ years 
experience in business and has been studying Tibetan Buddhism since 1976. 
He now consults and teaches—you can enjoy him talking at Google about 
bringing out the best in ourselves and others–mindful leadership. Applied 
Mindfulness is the way qualities cultivated in meditation carry over into 
everyday life. See more at Applied Mindfulness Training, run by my friend (and 
one of my teachers), Patton Hyman, and where Michael is also on the Board.

2. Being in Nature: This doesn't mean going on a trek in the wild, or total 
immersion in gardening with dirt up to your elbows. Being in nature may be 
just walking in the park and noticing what's there. It could be swimming in the 
ocean or in a lake. It could be spending some minutes looking at the sky 
without distraction. Chances are that being in nature will remind you of your 
mortality and how insignificant you are. Reflect on the lifecycle of everything 
around you and reflect upon how little risk there is in telling stories. At the 
limit, you can muse upon biomimicry–looking at nature in new ways to fully 
appreciate and understand how it can be used to help solve problems. Nature 
is an active mentor, and free. Discover that buffalo wings don't come from 
flying buffalos. Take a look at the organization set up by a former MBA 
teaching colleague of mine, Beverly Winterscheid and co-led by one of my 
former students, Lindsey Fahey: Center for Nature and Leadership.

3. Being Domestic: When I retired from full-time work I learned a huge lesson. It 
was that as an entrepreneur, I fussed about so-called work:life balance. Then in 
retirement, I learned that I could bring the same attention to washing-up, or 
playing with my dog, as to building a stone wall, or trying to write a novel. It 
was all 'work' or 'not work' depending upon how I chose to view it. Being 
domestic seems to be a world away from starting a business, but reciprocal 
lessons for each activity lie there. It only requires you to bring your attention 
to the stories that lie dormant if you are not awake. Stories for business can be 
found in everyday life, both in terms of personal experience and the products 
you use, or you wish existed for your use.

4. Being Physically Active: In younger days, I was drawn to rock climbing and 
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horseback riding and later to single-handed dinghy sailing. These physical 
activities took me to the edge of my fear threshold. I don't think I was 
foolhardy, but I had to keep awake and focused, or I'd fall off or capsize. In 
each case, also, there was nothing in between me and the rock, the horse, or 
the ocean. Pushing yourself in the physical domain and realizing that you can 
do something about which you were apprehensive, will help your preparation 
for StartUp storytelling. As a 15 year-old, I spent a month at an Outward 
Bound mountain school, where I had to do a ropes course high in the trees. 
Initially I was timorous about stepping off the platform, but my instructor told 
me I'd be up there, even if it had to be all night, until I completed the course. 
Needless to say, I stepped off immediately and found my anxiety about the 
swaying ropes was misplaced. This kind of physical confidence spills over into 
pushing back the fear barrier that gets in the way of you telling stories.

5. Being Uncomfortable: The first four ways of enhancing your storytelling 
capacity are all about learning something in a different sphere and 
transferring it to your performance as a storyteller. Using the message of #4, 
you can learn very quickly by putting yourself in uncomfortable situations, 
and observing the consequences. Being comfortable with the world around us 
makes us lazy, removes stimulation, and hinders motivation.  On the other 
hand, being uncomfortable forces us to be creative and seek resolution. Good 
strategy and presentations of them often fail to produce action, because they 
use generalizations like, 'customer delight' or 'stakeholder value'. I suggest 
that you jump the fence and dare to tell stories about what that kind of 
language really means in the case of your own StartUp. Although contrived, TV 
shows like 'Undercover Boss' demonstrate how things are different seen from 
'the other side'.

6. Being a Writer: According to psychological research by James Pennebaker at 
the University of Texas at Austin, “The words people use serve as powerful 
reflections of their personality and social worlds.” Writing every day can help 
you make sense of things and clear your mind for better communication. 
Develop a habit of it, by setting a target number of words, amount of time, or 
time of day. At the very least write a few emails to friends each day.

What many of us do not realize is that we can be knowingly or unknowingly 
competent or incompetent. I was lucky enough to have worked with Reg Revans, the 
British management professor, father of 'Action Learning' before he died in 2003. 

He was the only man I ever met who called me, 'my child' other than my Dad, and I 
took it as a compliment! His approach to competence lay behind all his ideas about 
reflecting, then learning by doing, in a continuous learning loop.

Unconscious 
incompetence

Conscious 
incompetence

Unconscious 
competence

Conscious 
competence
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Would we not all like to be in the Conscious competence box? I would, but the best 
I tend to achieve is the Unconscious competence one. At least if we can recognize 
where our abilities lie, then we will be much more aware of what we can do.

Chris Argyris, professor emeritus at Harvard Business School, and now one of the 
leaders of the Monitor consultancy in Cambridge, MA (acquired by Deloitte in 2013, 
and practicing as Monitor Deloitte), popularized double-loop learning. Double-loop 
learning is all about learning from experience, sometimes modifying your strategy or 
even dropping it altogether.

So many of us say, 'Oh, I couldn't do that', and self-limit ourselves. If you reflect 
upon your own storytelling competence, you will likely put yourself in one of the 
four boxes shown above. When you have analyzed where you fall, it will help you 
work on improving your ability as a StartUp storyteller, especially through trial and 
error.

If you have the feeling of incompetence in storytelling, you can get a friend to 
review your skills with you and show you your blind spots. So you can better 
appreciate the process, let me tell you a little bit about another way of 
understanding your perception. 

Don't get hung up on me talking about psychology, but in Jungian psychology, it's 
understood that each of us have attributes that are known to both ourselves and 
others (a public arena); we have some that are known to others but not ourselves (a 
blind spot); then we have attributes that are known to ourselves, but not to others 
(where we present a façade); finally, there can be attributes that neither we nor 
others are aware of (the unknown). I'd encourage you to reflect on this idea. The 
more self-aware you are, chances are, the better a storyteller you'll be!

If you have been disappointed reading this book, I apologize profusely, but since 
there's a lot written about storytelling in general, goodreads.com has an excellent list 
of other titles that may appeal to you. Carsten Scheuer also has a list of 18 
Storytelling Books for Entrepreneurs. More specifically, Leslie Belknap has published 
a list of 9 Books To Help You Improve Your Presentations.
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Brief	  Bio	  of	  Will
Founders Are Storytellers: Be Convincing Wherever You Are is the first eBook I 

wrote, in what will become a series called Books for Venture Founders. I have been 
writing since I was a teenager: novels (all unpublished), poetry (minimally published), 
non-fiction (many books published on public enterprise), articles, websites, blogs... 
and I had to tell stories a lot in my early work career in advertising and public 
relations.

But my passion is entrepreneurship: as a writer, mainly through articles and my 
website, Startup Owl; a professor teaching strategy and new venture creation on an 
MBA program for seven years; and as a consultant to StartUps in many fields, both in 
the US and Europe over the last 20 years. It sounds pretentious to describe myself as 
a StartUp mentor, but essentially that's my role in any of the functions I perform.

With my partner in 1982, I started, built and sold (for a symbolic £1 Sterling) my 
own business after eleven years, and some others, as well as having tried and failed 
to start others, plus I am not immune to the idea of being a recidivist entrepreneur, 
even as a septuagenerian.

My entrepreneurship experience has been enhanced over the years by many 
experiences, like being on the Board of a regional venture capital company, on the 
boards of many non-profits and a $16 million food cooperative, but the main one of 
which has been through having excellent teachers among my students and clients. I 
have also offered informal coaching to dozens of would-be entrepreneurs.

I have been an adviser to business students on establishing their own StartUps, 
both while they were studying and since, sometimes as an advisory board member. I 
stay connected with several clients long after having worked with them in a formal 
relationship. Right now I am preoccupied with being project mentor to a new 
Institute of Entrepreneurial Development in Botswana in Sub-Saharan Africa.

I have lived and worked in the UK and France and have been in the US for many 
years, splitting my time between Vermont and Texas. My Startup consulting practice 
is Venture Founders LLC, where my work concentrates on issues of business 
planning and development.

Feel free to contact me at will@startupowl.com on anything you've read in the 
book. I shall enjoy hearing from you. If you'd be interested in having me run a 
StartUp Storytelling Workshop in your organization, let me know. I have a model I 
could send you.
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