Storytelling for Leaders: 10 Steps To Inspire Action
If you read almost any book on leading change or management it will tell you that to get a colleague or an employee to change a behavior you need to do more than just instruct them to act differently. Telling doesn't work well, especially with your peers. Before you can persuade someone to change, you need to understand where they are, and explain how a change in behavior will help them achieve their goals. To pull them rather then push them. But what do you do when this doesn't work?

One of my clients, a VP at a Fortune 100 company, was faced with this situation. He was leading an initiative that required many different groups in his company to align around a new sales strategy. He had developed a compelling presentation that outlined the change, which he delivered throughout the organization. Although many were won over by the strength of his conviction and logic, progress was slow and the majority of the employees were unmoved and resistant. What he needed was a different approach.

The approach he used was storytelling. Why storytelling? Because storytelling captures attention in a way that instructions, or logical arguments, do not. People relate to stories at an emotional level, lowering their resistance and connecting with the storyteller. Good stories are also sticky", in that they will be remembered by your audience long after the statistics and logical arguments are forgotten.

Use the top ten tips below to build storytelling into your leadership repertoire, and start to inspire your employees to action.

1. Engage your audience. To influence your audience you need to demonstrate that you understand their concerns and interests, and give them reason to listen to you. One-way of capturing their attention is to begin with a provocative question. Provocative, because the topic is of real interest to them and the answer is not obvious.
 
2. Use a story early. A story will have maximum impact at the beginning of your message. A good story builds connections with your audience, at an emotional level. Allowing you to engage their hearts as well as their minds.
 
3. Keep a log of stories. Your life experiences provide a rich tapestry of stories. Everyone has the right stories, but you need to capture them and use them. Keep a written log of experiences that created "aha" moments for you, either your own, or the experiences of others. Refer back to your notes when you are planning your next presentation.
 
4. Select a story for each audience. Pick a topic that your audience can identify with and is of interest to them. ie Don't use a baseball story with a group of European business women. The ideal story should capture a struggle or predicament that parallels to the situation that your audience faces. Remember your goal is to get them thinking and collaborating with you. Provide just enough detail to engage your listener. 

5. Be authentic. You need to be believable. The real world is messy and  unpredictable and people will learn as much from adversity and failure, potentially even more from failure then success. Don't restrict yourself to stories with happy endings. The truth is better than a made up story that makes your point but sounds canned and artificial. 

6. Deliver your message with emotion. Deliver your message with candor. Revealing your own emotion will help build connections with others. Emotion is conveyed through your words but also with gestures, expressions and in the pitch, volume, tone and speed of your words. Think about your presentation style as well as the content of your message.
 
7. Engage all the senses. People think and learn differently. Some people will benefit from you painting a picture with the words or diagrams. Others can learn by listening to someone talk, or by reading. Some need to experience a practical demonstration of the concept.
 
8. Use visual aids with care. Often people rely on a slide deck of small font text to tell their story. While visual aids do focus attention, use them sparingly. Less is more when it comes to PowerPoint slides.
 
9. Practice and test your stories. Storytelling is a skill that takes time to develop. Practice, practice, practice. Make sure you test your story on a friendly crowd before you take it out for primetime coverage.
 
10. Lead your audience to action. Good stories lead your audience to a conclusion. Draw out the implications in just enough detail so that the audience starts to imagine a better result or future for themselves. 

Great Quotes

"If at first the idea is not absurd, then there is no hope for it"
-- Albert Einstein

"When we dream alone, it is only a dream. When we dream together it is no longer a dream but the beginning of reality."
-- Brazilian proverb

"If you can harness imagination and the principles of a well-told story, you will get people rising to their feet amid thunderous applause instead of yawning and ignoring you. "
-- Robert McKee, Screenwriting Coach.

Leading Insight

Leading Insight is a management consulting company, based in San Clemente, California.  Its purpose is to provide services that help companies increase the effectiveness of their people, resulting in greater productivity and revenues. 

We provide a range of services from executive and team coaching, to vision development and business planning, sales optimization, and a variety of workshops on leadership and business development. More information on our services is available at our website. 

Harvard Business Review  
"Storytelling That Moves People: 
A Conversation with Screenwriter Coach, Robert McKee"  
(page 51) 

 The June 2003  issue of the Harvard Business Review  
features storytelling in its lead story.  
It's an interview with Robert McKee. 
 The quote at the top is: 

"Forget about PowerPoint and statistics.  
To involve people at the deepest level,  
you need stories.  
Hollywood's top consultant reveals 
the secrets of telling them." 

Robert McKee was featured as a character in the recent Oscar-winning movie, Adaptation, which also happens to be about storytelling. McKee's 1997 book (Story) has become the bible of screenwriters, and well worth reading. The article is interesting and covers issues like: 

  - what is a story? 
  - how would an executive learn to tell stories? 
  - is this really exaggeration and manipulation? 
  - what's wrong with painting a positive picture? 
  - acknowledging the dark side makes you more convincing? 
  - does this mean you have to be a pessimist? 
  - a story that embraces darkness produces positive energy? 
  - how do you find stories? 
  - does being a good storytelling make you a good leader? 

 One quibble that I have is whether the article is sufficiently clear about the different purposes for which storytelling can be used in organizations. McKee seems to assume that storytelling in itself is a good thing, which I'm sure it is. But unless one goes on to consider what is the purpose for which 
the story is being told in an organization, one can make some terrible blunders. McKee is right that a story with a dark side is useful for some purposes, such as establishing the authenticity of the teller or sharing knowledge, but not for all purposes.  

As the very next article in the same issue of HBR by Rosabeth Moss Kantor (p.58) makes clear, if you want to get action such as a positive turnaround in a company in deep trouble, you have to be telling positive stories to inspire hope and confidence in the future. The purpose at hand will determine what sort of story you need.  Nevertheless despite such quibbles, the article is interesting. And it is obviously good news to see a mainstream publication like Harvard Business Review featuring storytelling so explicitly and prominently.  

