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iNTRODUCTiON

How do we persuade people to adopt our ideas, listen to what we 
have to say and be inspired into action? 

To answer, I want to take you back in time. To May 27, 1992. Vedran 
Smailovic was in his upstairs apartment in downtown Sarajevo. Without 
warning, a mortar round exploded in the street outside. Vedran, shaken 
by the blast, ran to his window and looked out through the smoke onto 
a scene of horror. Twenty- two people – friends and neighbours, who 
moments before had been standing in a queue to buy bread – lay dead. 

It was a time of war, and Sarajevo had become ground zero in the 
conflict. For Vedran, the terror of war had finally struck home. He 
felt helpless and fearful. But then he decided to act. He would do 
what he knew how to do – make music. Vedran was principal cellist 
for the Sarajevo Opera.

The next day, dressed in formal attire as if for a concert perfor-
mance, he stepped out of his apartment block, cello in one hand 
and a small plastic stool in the other. Vedran crossed the street to 
the bomb site opposite his apartment. There, in full public view, 
amidst the shelling and sniper fire of war- ravaged Sarajevo, Vedran 
Smailovic sat down and started to play. 

He would play for 22 consecutive days, to honour each victim 
of the bakery bombing. As he played, after a few days, the city 
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ground to a standstill. The snipers held off; the bombing stopped 
and the madness of war gave way briefly to the magic of music. 
Slowly, in ones and twos, other musicians joined him. Soon almost 
every member of the Sarajevo Opera orchestra who was still alive 
was playing with him. 

Vedran playing his cello in the rubble painted a vivid picture in my 
mind. When I heard his story, it drew goosebumps and tears. 

Vedran Smailovic . . . a leader of exceptional bravery making a dif-
ference in a dangerous world. His story teaches us that as leaders 
we should be prepared to do something very different for success. 
We have a mandate to change our world through our work. Just as 
he did.

Most of us are lucky enough not to live in a war zone, where lives 
are daily in the balance. Yet our work matters, to us, our teams and 
our organisations. As smart professionals we always want to know: 

• What is it we are not doing that we should do? 
• What are we currently doing that sabotages our success? 

These questions may sound contradictory, yet success nests in the 
crosshairs of the tension between them. Why do you need to do 
something different? As for Vedran, it probably sounds dangerous, 
foolhardy even.

John Cage famously said, ‘I can’t understand why people are fright-
ened of new ideas. I’m frightened of the old ones’. There is grave 
danger in maintaining the status quo. These are the three traps 
awaiting leaders who persist in doing what they have always done. 
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THREE TRAPS
Let’s look at the three traps and the solution to eliminating all three.

Keeping tigers away

In The Cheeky Monkey: Writing Narrative Comedy, author Tim 
Ferguson shares this anecdote: ‘A man sits on the train throwing bis-
cuits out of the window. A woman asks, “Why are you doing that?” “To 
keep the tigers away,” he replies. The woman frowns and says, “There 
are no tigers in Australia.” “See, it’s working!” the man responds.’ 

Sometimes the tasks we do at work are unnecessary. We may do 
them out of habit, or fear. The tasks don’t give us results. Not only are 
they unnecessary, but they’re also a colossal waste of time, effort and 
resources. Yet they have a hold on us – they are our metaphorical tigers. 

Sisyphus’ slippery slope

In Greek mythology, Sisyphus was the king of Ephyra whom the 
gods punished for his deceitfulness. His punishment was to push a 
boulder up a great hill. As he neared the top he would lose control of 
it and it would roll back down, and he would have to start again . . . 
and so on, for eternity. This too- familiar scenario is every leader’s 
nightmare – having all your efforts come to naught. Not just once 
but repeatedly, endlessly.

Albert Einstein defined insanity as ‘doing the same thing over and 
over again and expecting different results’. The only way we can 
regain our agency is to try something we haven’t thought of or even 
considered before. 



4  S T O R Y  M A S T E R Y

The drunkard’s search
A police officer sees a drunken man intently searching the ground 
near a lamppost and asks him what he is looking for. The man replies 
that he is looking for his car keys, and the officer helps for a few min-
utes without success. Then the police officer asks the man whether 
he is certain he dropped the keys near the lamppost. ‘No,’ comes the 
reply, ‘I lost the keys somewhere across the street’. ‘Why look here 
then?’ asks the surprised and irritated officer. ‘The light is much 
better here,’ the intoxicated man responds, as if stating the obvious. 

Abraham Kaplan, the first philosopher to examine beha vioural 
sciences systematically, referred to this as ‘the principle of the 
drunkard’s search’, a type of observational bias that occurs when 
people search for something only where it is easiest to look. 

Recognising these three traps challenges us to:

• stop wasting time on the unnecessary (keeping tigers away)
• stop expecting different results from the same strategies 

(Sisyphus’ slippery slope)
• stop looking for answers in the most obvious or easy places 

(the drunkard’s search).

Why bother? No matter what you do at work, it is always about 
engaging people and delivering results. Success is about relation-
ships and results. 

Business storytelling helps us to stop wasting time on the unnec-
essary (more PowerPoint- heavy presentation stacks, overloading 
our audiences with ever-more information). Storytelling gives us 
a different strategy that is fresh and relatable in business, so we are 
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not condemned to Sisyphus’ fate, putting in the hard yards and 
wondering why it’s not working. And storytelling helps us avoid 
the drunkard’s search: it is not the most obvious or easiest place to 
look, but it will give us the richest rewards. 

Storytelling is for you if:

• You never want to hear the words ‘I still don’t get this’ again.
• You want to connect, engage and inspire people.
• You want to move people to action.
• You want people to be on board – to invest emotionally.
• You want to translate data so it’s compelling.
• You want people awake and listening, not dozing through your 

next presentation.
• You want people to understand and embrace the strategy.
• You want to touch people’s hearts.
• You crave personal and professional impact.
• You want to create a legacy through your work.

Storytelling is NOT for you if:

• You want to manipulate people.
• You want to use it for evil, not good.
• You have a ‘God complex’!

HMM, STORYTELLING?
The word storytelling conjures up many images and has many 
associations, both positive and negative. Let me clarify right here 
and now that the storytelling we are talking about in this book is 
Business Storytelling. Storytelling with a purpose and for results. 
This is definitely not once- upon- a- time fairy stories, fantasies or 
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war stories about the good old times at work. If you are doing any 
of these in the work context, cease and desist immediately.

Stephen Denning laid the foundations for the field of business sto-
rytelling in 2005 with his book The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling. 
Business storytelling is the practical application of appropriate, 
purposeful (on message) short stories in the work context. The 
stories support your data; they don’t take the place of data but add 
to it. Phew! I can hear your sigh of relief.

Here is a story shared by one of my clients. 

STORY TITLE: STEP BACK AND PAUSE

My little five- year- old niece Maya walked into the house yesterday, 
holding a ripe apple in each hand. I thought this would be the perfect 
time to role model sharing! I asked her, ‘Maya, can I please have an 
apple?’ She looked at me and immediately bit into the apple in her right 
hand. Then just as quickly she took a bite out of the apple in her left 
hand. I was shocked. But before I could react she held out the apple in 
her left hand, saying, ‘Here aunty, take this one – it’s sweeter’.  
I’m sharing this because so often we jump to conclusions about 
people’s behaviour. Imagine if sometimes we took a step back and 
paused. The difference that could make.

STORYTELLER: B. ISKANDER 

This is a great example of a business story. Iskander was thinking 
about how to give her team a different way of approaching their work. 
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While it paid to be efficient with their decision making, sometimes 
they needed to step back, look again and perhaps re- evaluate things. 
Pass on that advice, and it is Teflon – it simply won’t stick. People will 
agree with the idea, then immediately forget it. It will wash over them 
and away with all the other instruction and communication debris that 
floods their day.

The human brain, this amazing, discerning, sense- making machine, 
ignores all the ‘blah, blah’. A good story, on the other hand, is pure vel-
cro. When you share a story, people connect with it in the moment. 
With a good story, your audience’s attention is palpable. They listen 
with their hearts. They think about what you have said – and it sparks 
an ‘aha’ in their hearts and minds. What’s more, they remember it and 
will often retell it. 

In chaos theory, the butterfly effect refers to the way a small change in 
one state (a butterfly beats its wings) can produce a very large effect 
(a tsunami) in a later one. In communication, business storytelling is 
the butterfly effect. That is what a story can do for you.

Sadly, the main theme of the feedback I get from leaders all over the 
world is regret. They wish they had discovered storytelling earlier 
in their career. All this time, like Sisyphus, they have been pushing 
their boulder uphill only to see their efforts come to naught. 

So if you are ready to take a quantum leap in your impact and influ-
ence, if you’re hungry to try something different, even revolutionary, 
to supercharge your results by learning business storytelling, then 
this book is for you.
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WHAT MAKES ME AN EXPERT?
I am an economist by training (please don’t stop reading here). As a 
senior leader in corporate Australia, I always felt frustrated that data 
alone didn’t persuade people to change. The numbers made sense, 
the logical case for the new strategy was undeniable, then we’d hit 
our biggest stumbling block – people. 

Yet that same stumbling block, people, is also the key to success. 
Whether it was persuading people to clean up after themselves in the 
tearoom, or to embrace the new vision for 2020, we always hit the 
same hurdle. Leadership would be dead easy if we could tell people 
what to do and they did it! But that’s never the case, is it?

Something needed to change. All my leadership peers shared my 
frustration. Leadership is about getting results through people. 
Inspiring them to act. Yet this was very hard to do. And even harder 
to do consistently well and with integrity. We were not a small pocket 
of outliers. This was not an anomaly. It was a universal frustration. 
Every organisation I have worked in faced this challenge, and the 
literature and research backed it up. It’s what makes leadership hard, 
complex and challenging.

One day, before a long- haul flight, I made an impulse purchase at 
the airport bookstore: it was Stephen Denning’s The Leader’s Guide 
to Storytelling. The title intrigued me. I scoffed at the audacity of the 
idea of storytelling in business – my economist’s brain recoiled – but 
I was also desperate for answers. So desperate I would look at any-
thing, even if it sounded like snake oil.
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I read – no, devoured – the book on that flight. This is not normal 
for me, as I routinely alternate between work, play and sleep on my 
business travels. And as I was reading the book a light bulb exploded 
in my head. Could storytelling be the missing link? As soon as I dis-
embarked I began to ring leaders I knew, in what became a series of 
chaotic, overexcited and barely coherent calls. I wanted to talk about 
and share this idea. Storytelling in business – what did they think? 
(You know who you are, and thanks again for your insight, your gen-
erosity and your patience.)

Every leader I spoke to that day and in the following weeks (yes, 
I had become obsessed) said the same thing: ‘We all know good 
leaders tell stories, but we don’t know how to’. This personal dis-
covery for me coincided with Barack Obama’s election as US 
President. A revolutionary moment in American and world pol-
itics, it also saw the recognition of storytelling as a credible force 
for change, with commentator after commentator noting Obama’s 
skills as a storyteller.

I was desperate to learn about this force. Not any old tale-telling 
but business storytelling – storytelling with a purpose and for results. 
There was absolutely no one offering it in the Australian market. 
There was evidently a niche, and I saw no one filling it. What better 
way to learn something than to teach it? So on that brave prem-
ise, I co- founded Australia’s first storytelling company. Within 30 
days of launching, Phil Davis of National Australia Bank engaged 
our services. A brilliant people leader who was in the vanguard of 
leadership practice, Davis was aware of this embryonic field of sto-
rytelling, and decided that this was just what he and his leadership 
team needed.
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From that first humble workshop, with every client I grew, learned 
and shared their successes. The three things I have learned that 
make this book critical for your personal and professional success:

• Using stories (short, compelling, authentic and purposeful 
stories) along with numbers or data will help you quantum 
leap your professional success.

• Storytelling is a skill you can learn and teach, and we can all 
get better at it.

• Storytelling gives you exponential results. 

I have seen this again and again with my clients in organisations 
from Fortune 500 companies to start- ups, with leaders all over the 
world, in different countries and contexts. I’ve seen it when they 
won the pitch against all odds or induced previously reticent inves-
tors to empty their wallets or even persuaded a reluctant 10- year- old 
to make his bed in the morning! Their reaction is universal and pre-
dictable: ‘I have tried everything. I can’t believe how when I told a 
story it worked.’

Storytelling expert Annette Simmons calls it ‘magic maths’: using sto-
ries, 1 minute plus 1 minute does not equal 2 minutes of information; 
rather, it gives an exponential return on investment. 

In economics, we are always seeking the sweet spot between effec-
tiveness and effort. Nothing expresses this better than the Pareto 
principle, which states that 20 per cent of your efforts will yield 80 
per cent of your results. As a leader and a business professional, the 
one tool that will reliably give you that 80 per cent lift is storytelling.

In this book I channel a decade of experience, insights, practical 
skills and techniques. Having collaborated with leaders all over the 
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world, I know what works, and importantly what doesn’t work, with 
business storytelling. Business storytelling is a skill, and if there is 
only one new skill you decide to master in business, make it this one.

WHAT AND WHY MASTERY?
Rebecca Rothstein is a private wealth advisor. Forbes named her one 
of ‘America’s Top Wealth Advisors’ in 2017 and the ‘#1 Top Women’s 
Wealth Advisor’ in 2018. For Rothstein, ‘Mastery is patience, perse-
verance and leaving your ego at the door’. 

I believe in the idea that when you do something, you do it well. You 
do it to the best of your ability. Being a story master will help you stand 
out in a crowded marketplace. It will elevate your leadership and profes-
sional reputation and results. Why settle for less than mastery? You can 
be bad at storytelling, or mediocre, but I’m not interested in that part of 
the bell curve. If you want to be at the peak performance mastery point 
on the curve, then keep reading!

Yes, it will still take patience and perseverance, but this book will 
show you how to fast- track your mastery, to take the hard out of 
hard work, so what would take you 10,000 hours on your own, 
learning painfully from your mistakes and setbacks, can be achieved 
in a fraction of the time.

While I speed up your mastery I also invite you to leave your ego at 
the door. Great storytellers operate from humility and being true to 
themselves. It might sound new-agey, but after a decade working at 
the coal face of senior leadership, I know this is true. 
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PREPARE FOR THE REVOLUTION
Today you can’t throw a stone without hitting a storytelling con-
sultant, yet I remember a lot of blank stares when I co- founded 
Australia’s first storytelling company 10 years ago. The first 18 
months were spent answering puzzled questions such as, ‘How can 
you use stories in business?’ and ‘Aren’t storytellers born, so you 
either have it or you don’t?’

Today we know you can storytell in business, and you should if you 
want to connect with and inspire your audience. Storytelling is not 
a natural gift, but everyone can learn how to do it better. Even those 
who appear natural and spontaneous are seasoned and practised 
in their craft. The preparation may have happened in a conscious, 
focused way in the background or have built up over a lifetime. We 
see only the end results, not the hard work that went into it, so we 
assume these people are ‘naturally’ talented.

It’s wonderful to see how in just the past decade the role of business 
storytelling has become established in both business and leadership. 
It is now widely taught across the globe and has a place in most lead-
ership development programs. This begs the question, what’s next 
for business storytelling?

We are going to experience a tsunami of storytelling across all plat-
forms, digital media and sectors, including marketing, advertising 
and professional services, to name a few. Stories will be as necessary 
as data. No one is going to buy or be persuaded to change simply 
based on data. Consumers and audiences are more curious, demand-
ing and impatient than ever before. For business professionals, this 
means audiences are also tougher to reach and tougher to please.
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‘Show me the money’ will be reinvented as ‘Tell me the story’.   
Google’s own ad on ‘Search Stories’ is a wonderful example of this. 
Instead of showcasing their technology, they tell a story of romance. 
Through a series of screenshots of Google searches, the ad tells the story 
of how a young American’s plan to study in Paris leads to love and mar-
riage, and a final search on how to assemble a baby’s crib. 

Storytelling is the fuel that drives compelling engagement both 
face to face and on social media. This means our audiences are 
going to be much more discerning. The authentic, well- told story 
will wow. Spin passed off as stories will incur well- deserved deri-
sion. Social media will amplify success and failure.

So where will storytelling be one year from now? Here’s my snapshot:

• more competition (everyone will be doing it across industries, 
in roles from leadership to marketing)

• more discerning audiences, who will also be more vocal
• (this is the biggie) a chasm between good, bad and ugly 

storytelling. 

How will you prepare for this storytelling revolution? This book is 
the best first step you can take.

HOW THIS BOOK WORKS
I want to make a confession at this point, believing it’s always good 
to begin a relationship with a clean slate. The truth is, I have made 
some assumptions about you, dear reader:
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• First, you are hungry. You want to learn what else you can do 
at work to build on your success.

• You are pragmatic. You want practical, step- by- step advice 
backed by solid research.

• You want to hear of real examples from leaders like you – 
where they used stories, what the stories were and why they 
worked.

• You are not scared of the dark stuff. You also want to learn 
when not to use stories and why some stories don’t work.

• You want to learn, but it’s got to be fun and easy, with a dash of 
sass (I’m big on sass).

• You are big enough for tough love. You want someone to be 
straight with you and not sugar- coat stuff. I only do tough 
love. 

• You are smart enough to take this, do the work and apply it in 
your context.

Ticking these boxes? A warm welcome to you!

Unsexy advice

I recently had the pleasure of getting some advice on building a 
career in comedy (I know!) from Dave O’Neil. We were asking about 
what appeared to be the overnight success of some comedians. He 
said, ‘The secret really boils down to three things: work hard, be 
consistent and be nice to people.’

I realised this is true of every venture in life. I loved how he said 
you have to be ready to work hard. Sounds as old fashioned as your 
grandma’s doilies? Doing the work is not as seductive as shortcut 
get- rich schemes and life hacks that guarantee to transform all 
our frogs into princes. No one ever plugs a get- rich- slow scheme, 
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because that smacks of work. In fact, often the systems, books and 
advice make it sound like no work is involved. No one actually men-
tions doing the work!

So I’m going to be deeply unsexy in my advice. What matters is 
doing the work. On the secret of his success, Michael Jordan said 
simply, ‘I put the ball in the hole,’ which is another way of saying 
‘I do the work’. 

Doing the work is rarely raised explicitly. Either that is assumed or 
they are selling us snake oil. But work is first, foremost and always. 
Of course, it has to be purposeful work you love and are passionate 
about – but most of all it is work.

For writers, that means spending hours writing every day, even when 
you don’t feel like it. For speakers, it means earning your speaking 
stripes for years on all sorts of gigs (hello, Rotary and Probus clubs). 
In comedy, it means hitting open mic nights every week, no matter 
where you are in the world. Even when you’d rather cocoon yourself 
in your hotel room binge- watching Netflix with a glass of red and 
ordering room service! (Not bitter, only observing.)

I don’t want to give the impression that doing the work is grim, 
gruelling and thankless. By doing the work, we experience all the 
beautiful things life has to offer through discovery, learning and 
growth. We face the demons of procrastination and self- doubt, and 
transcend them to make a contribution. 

In this book, though, I will make the work easy, exciting – and 
possible. For this book (or any other book/system/advice) to work, 
you have to be willing to do the work. This is the only commitment 
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you need to make for results, success and mastery. Muhammad Ali 
said, ‘The fight is won or lost far away from witnesses – behind the 
lines, in the gym, and out there on the road, long before I dance 
under those lights.’

We are at the crossroads now. If you are ready to do the work with 
me, I promise you a great ride. We will learn, laugh and taste success 
every inch of the way. I promise you we won’t be limping but taking 
a running jump into story success. I’ll hold your hand and make this 
journey easy and possible. I’ll even guarantee success. 

Caution, people at work 

Like all authors, I want you to read and savour every word, apply my 
advice and reap the rewards. But I am also a realist! This book is organ-
ised in a linear way, so it will be most useful if you read the chapters in 
the order I present them, especially if you are new to storytelling. If you 
have worked with me or are familiar with storytelling principles, you 
can scan the first three chapters, then dig deep from chapter 4 onwards, 
where stories are deconstructed. The final chapter (Mastery to artistry) 
is for overachievers who want to move beyond mastery. But don’t start 
there! It would be like trying to leap to the top of a ladder without using 
the intervening steps. Chapters 1 through 11 cover the why, what and 
how of storytelling. You may find more than you need to be a story 
master there. Then you can move on to chapter 12.

I have made this book as easy to navigate as possible, because I know 
you are time poor, want quick results and are juggling complex pri-
orities. There is plenty of help on hand to find your way smoothly to 
the destination marked ‘Story Master’.
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Hashtag help
Watch out for the hashtag #StoryMastery. This is to prompt you to 
stop and think and be conscious of the point I’m making. It’s my way 
of highlighting something important. Think of it as a worker in a 
high- visibility vest with a STOP sign. Always do a double take and 
re- read anything with this hashtag.

Forgetting and remembering

There is a craft and an art to storytelling, and to master it merits a 
whole book (this book, in fact). I also want you to know that help is 
at hand, but from an unexpected source, because this time it’s not 
me – it’s you. 

In her book Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain, Betty Edwards 
shares this charming anecdote from arts teacher Howard Ikemoto: 
‘When my daughter was about seven years old, she asked me one 
day what I did at work. I told her I worked at the college, that my job 
was to teach people how to draw. She stared back at me, incredulous, 
and said, “You mean they forgot?”’

The same thing happens to us at work. We storytell in the pub, or 
with friends and family, but when we are at work we forget this 
innate ability. While not all our stories are directly transportable 
to work (yes, I am saying no to that risqué, non- PC story), at some 
level we already intuitively know the fundamentals of the business 
story. So this is about rediscovery as well as learning new concepts 
and ideas. These two journeys, unlocking what we know and learn-
ing new skills, will help us become story masters.



1 8  S T O R Y  M A S T E R Y

Playing with all the ladders
Storytelling is like playing snakes and ladders and getting all the lad-
ders. Not using storytelling is like playing snakes and ladders with 
lots of snakes and not a ladder in sight. I’ll give you all the ladders 
you need. Let’s get shaking our story tail feathers to success!

Key insights 

Every chapter finishes by summarising its key insights and ideas as 
a revision aid. It’s a quick checklist capturing the main ideas in each 
chapter. 

Reach out

I’m literally an email away from you. So please reach out via LinkedIn 
or email. Let me know how you’re going and if you have any ques-
tions. I love hearing from my readers and celebrating your successes.



1. WHY STORYTELLiNG?

Research has found that leaders around the world consistently 
identify very similar challenges, even though they describe them 
differently. Heading the list are usually:

• leading a team
• guiding change
• inspiring others.

Is it all about engaging and connecting people? Yes. It’s about rela-
tionships and results.

If you were a leader in 16th century Italy, the answer to moving peo-
ple into action was easy. You would do it through fear, as suggested 
by diplomat and political theorist, Niccolo Machiavelli. Successful, 
smart leaders in the 21st century know that hard power (fear, com-
mand and control, yell and tell) is not the way to create long- lasting, 
sustainable influence or change.

In the 1990s, political scientist Joseph Nye introduced us to the con-
cept of soft power – creating change through connecting, consulting 
and collaborating. Most leaders know this is how we get people on 
board. Think of soft power as sowing seeds when planting a garden: 
it’s difficult for the impatient but worth it for the long- term results.

Yet research tells us that more than 70 per cent of change efforts 
in organisations fail. So whatever combination of these two tools 
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(hard power and soft power) we adopt, many of our efforts will still 
be unsuccessful. Hard and soft power alone are often not enough.

The new currency of change is as old as time. It is storytelling. A 
purposeful, authentic story in business can influence, persuade and 
motivate people. Here’s an example from a client on what this looks like.

STORY TITLE: CRASH AND CURTSY

When I was 22, I became a travelling saleswoman. I’d won a big promotion 
to work in Australia. After spending the previous few weeks selling in 
Utah, you can imagine my desire for a fancy international business trip. 
Bright eyed and bushy tailed, I landed in gorgeous sunny Sydney. 

I started at the University of New South Wales and pitched to class after 
class, slowly working my way up to the larger lecture halls. Finally, I 
was ready to hit the biggest 1000- seat hall on campus. I was so excited.  
I ran into the room, up the ramp, jumped across to the stage and BOOM!  
I promptly missed the stage and landed flat on my bum. Turns out 
there was a gap I’d missed. A thousand soon- to- be engineers burst 
out laughing. Now I had a choice to make: run, freeze or keep going. 
I climbed up onto that stage, curtsied to all (everyone clapped) and 
began my pitch. You may wonder why I’ve shared this story with you 
today? AMP Capital is changing, rapidly. And not all of those changes 
will land perfectly. But it’s the power to pick ourselves up, to keep 
going, that’s what matters.

STORYTELLER: MICHELLE SANIT, CHANGE MANAGER,  

STRATEGY & INVESTMENT SERVICES, AMP CAPITAL 
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John Kotter, the foremost authority on change leadership, suggests 
change leaders communicate ‘in ways that are as emotionally engag-
ing and compelling as possible. They rely on vivid stories that are told 
and retold. You don’t have to spend a million dollars and six months 
to prepare for a change effort. You do have to make sure that you 
touch people emotionally . . . ’

Hard power informs, soft power invites and story power inspires
#StoryMastery

Not for a moment am I suggesting that in sharing one story you 
will influence 100 per cent of your audience. No one story can do 
that, and no one deserves that level of influence, because one day 
you might have a bad idea. But time and again when working with 
clients I have seen how purposeful stories, crafted and shared with 
authenticity, inspire and have a seismic impact.

The currency of business itself has changed. Are you trading in this 
new currency?

WHY TODAY?
For nearly 80 years, the Harvard Study of Adult Development has 
been collecting data on the physical and mental health of hundreds 
of men and women and drawing lessons on how we might live 
longer and happier lives. Three words capture the findings: rela-
tionships, relationships, relationships!
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This insight is the key to our success at work. No matter what you do, 
your success depends on your relationships (how you connect, engage 
and inspire people) and the results you deliver. This is what you are 
measured by, what gets you promoted and noticed. And the two are 
directly correlated, as my statistician lecturer was fond of shouting 
out at us:

Relationships + Results = Success

Engaging people and delivering results. Day in, day out. We engage 
our teams, our peers, our boards, our suppliers, our customers, our 
stakeholders, our communities. We cannot get the results we need 
without relationships. 

Psychologist professor Robert Hogan identifies our primary con-
cerns at work as getting along and getting ahead. ‘We want to get 
along with others by getting a good reputation and then we want 
to get ahead using that reputation.’ Again, relationships (getting 
along) and results (getting ahead).

So how can storytelling help us build relationships and deliver 
results? As leaders we know our results happen through other 
people – we drive them, motivate them, inspire them, give them 
direction, collaborate, consult . . . the list goes on. 

Where does storytelling fit into this heady mix? The words of 
Antoine de Saint- Exupéry come to mind: ‘If you want to build a 
ship,’ he wrote, ‘don’t drum up people to collect wood and don’t 
assign them tasks and work, but rather teach them to long for the 
endless immensity of the sea.’ We have seen this time and time again: 
in JFK’s ‘man on the moon’ moment, Martin Luther King’s ‘I have a 



dream’ speech, Barack Obama’s (and Bob the Builder’s) ‘Yes We Can’ 
slogan. All such appeals have made us yearn for the sea.

How are you going with making people yearn for the sea? The fol-
lowing model from Aristotle helps us understand where we are 
failing. I’m not so vain as to assume you have read my previous 
best- selling (so glad I could weave that in) book Hooked: How lead-
ers connect, engage and inspire using storytelling. Those of you who 
have may remember this model from there, but it is so important 
to our practice as leaders and professionals that it bears revisiting.

ARISTOTLE’S THREE MODES OF PERSUASION
Aristotle said you need three elements to influence or persuade, to 
make an impact: 

• logos – logical reasoning
• ethos – personal credibility 
• pathos – emotional connection.

Logos in business is the data, the facts and figures, the cost–benefit 
analysis – everything that sings to my economist’s heart! It appeals 
to our logical, linear left brain too. In business, logos is critical and 
we do it well. We always lead with data, PowerPoint, information, 
charts (who doesn’t love a good pie chart?), features and benefits, 
research – and more data. 

Ethos is personal credibility. Read those words again. Not positional 
but personal. Positional credibility is your job title. But how believ-
able are you? Do people trust you? Do you know (or sound like you 
know) what you are talking about? That’s your personal credibility.
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Positional credibility opens doors, but personal credibility seals
 the deal #StoryMastery

Pathos is about creating an emotional connection. It means appealing 
to an audience’s emotions. When Apple CEO Tim Cook described 
sitting as ‘the new cancer’, he loaded the relatively innocuous act with 
negative emotion – the fear raised by the spectre of cancer.

Consider all the ways you communicate, persuade and influence, inside 
and outside your organisation. In which of these three buckets – logos, 
ethos and pathos – do you and your organisation invest most of your 
time, money and effort? If you are like most leaders and organisations 
all over the world, you’ll be putting a giant tick in the logos bucket. 

FIGURE 1.1: ARISTOTLE’S MODEL OF INFLUENCE
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Two and half thousand years ago Aristotle proposed that logos was 
numero uno in influencing people. But this is no cause for self- 
congratulation – unless you and your workplace have time travelled 
back to ancient Greece.

In today’s context, ethos – personal credibility – plays the most 
important role. Trust me before you trust my message. And ethos 
beats pathos by a hair’s breadth. Please, we need logos, ethos and 
pathos in business, but currently we are sitting on a one- legged stool 
called logos. And we get frustrated when our best efforts are failing. 
When the logos doesn’t work, what do we do? We do more logos. 
Drowning your audience in data hasn’t worked to persuade them, so 
let’s amp up the volume. More of the same. More of what’s not work-
ing. When has that ever worked?

It is important to understand how these three elements differ, and 
why logos just on its own isn’t enough. Logos informs people, but it 
doesn’t shift behaviour. If it did, no one would smoke (yet people 
do) or drive above the speed limit (yes, we have all been guilty), and 
we would all eat well and exercise every day (trying, but we are only 
human!). Logos on its own does not bring about change. 

To shift behaviour, we have to look at ethos  and pathos
#StoryMastery

But it’s very hard for business people to ‘do’ ethos and pathos. You 
build up personal credibility (ethos) over time. People work with you, 
they find you deliver on your word, and that cements your credibil-
ity. Yet one misstep and that credibility can be destroyed overnight. 
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In a fast- paced, disrupted, time- poor business world, you rarely 
have the luxury of time. You might be a new leader in an organisa-
tion or have new people on your team. You might pitch to a room 
full of stakeholders, not all of whom know you, or you might meet a 
new client for the first time. In these contexts, the simplest yet most 
powerful way to fast- track ethos and create an emotional connection 
with your audience (pathos) is through a story.

I face this every day, wherever I am in the world, when I walk into 
a meeting cold. The people who engage me know my work, but the 
audience don’t. They might have Googled and got the ‘logos’ on 
me. In the first couple of minutes in front of an audience I have to 
establish ethos and create pathos around my message. I have learned 
to eat my own dog food. This is the story I sometimes open with.

STORY TITLE: 2 LETTERS, 10 WORDS

When I was 10, my teacher Miss Asha asked us to write a sentence that 
made sense, but the sentence could contain only 10 words, and each 
word could have only two letters. We tried and we tried and came up with 
nothing. My teacher then wrote on the board, ‘If it is to be, it is up to me’. 
That day Miss Asha influenced a classroom full of children to think and 
behave differently. Not just in that moment but for the rest of their lives. 
It was my first lesson in influence and leadership, and I was hooked!

STORYTELLER: YAMINI NAIDU

In sharing this story I’m showing that influence is something 
I believe in and not just a current bandwagon for me. It also creates 



pathos in the room. The audience thinks about when they have 
been influenced by other people – teachers, mentors – and how 
that learning has stayed with them.

I have found that every time I share the Aristotle model of influence, 
the energy in the room explodes. Leaders pound their foreheads. All 
at once they can see the glaring gap in their practice, where they are 
falling short and why. Relying on logos alone is like trying to start a 
car on an empty tank. So frustrating. Logos is not enough. To succeed 
we have to fast- track both ethos and pathos. Current research supports 
this classic model.

DO MORE OR DO DIFFERENT?
In Great at Work: How Top Performers Work Less and Achieve More, 
author Morten Hansen points to the limitations of logos. We use 
logic and data to persuade, Hansen says, but ‘If they “don’t get it” 
we hammer our argument even harder.’ The mistake we make is 
using more of the same tools that didn’t work the first time! More 
emails, PowerPoints, reports etc. He argues, ‘Communicating more 
of the same when people are not listening or accepting our message 
doesn’t seem like a smart way to work.’

In Hansen’s study he found the best advocates – those he called ‘force-
ful champions’ – inspired people and garnered support by appealing 
to their emotions as well as their rational minds. His advice? Don’t do 
more – do different. Don’t work harder – work smarter. My advice? 
Work smarter with storytelling.

I could rest the case for storytelling right here, but as the man selling 
steak knives would say, Wait, there’s more!
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THE CURSE OF KNOWLEDGE
In the 1990s Elizabeth Newton conducted an experiment at Stanford 
University titled ‘Tappers and listeners’. She enlisted 500 volunteers 
and organised them into 250 pairs of tappers and listeners. She gave 
the tappers a list of popular songs (‘Happy birthday’, ‘Jingle bells’ and 
so on), which they then had to tap out while the listener guessed the 
song. She asked the tappers how often they thought they would be 
successful, to which they replied 50 per cent of the time. It turned 
out that their success rate was 2.5 per cent.

Newton concludes the ‘Tappers and listeners’ exercise shows two 
things: first, we all overestimate our ability as communicators. Second, 
when we know something (in this case the title of the song) our knowl-
edge curses us. We can’t imagine what it’s like not to know it. 

The curse of knowledge is manifested across all our roles in life – 
from parent to child, from leader to team and from teacher to 
student. Given your level of skill, expertise and experience in your 
field, I have bad news for you: you are blighted by the curse of knowl-
edge! We all are. When we know something – this might be our life’s 
work – we are carrying a huge context piece in our heads that our 
audience doesn’t have. So they cannot connect the dots as we do.

Revealing the curse of knowledge is an explosive moment in my 
workshops and masterclasses. It is a moment of raw honesty for us as 
leaders and business professionals to admit that, yes, we are infected 
by the curse of knowledge. It is the shadow side of our expertise. 

I give leaders time to discuss examples of the curse of knowledge in 
their day- to- day work, where they have experienced it and where 



they might have unleashed it on others. Apologies to my IT friends, 
but IT is the first place that comes to people’s minds. One of my 
clients shared a gem in this context. He was heading up a technical 
team and they put out an email to the entire organisation on a new 
process change. He got a one- line reply from the CEO that read, 
‘Please resend this in plain English’. Ouch! Harsh, but true.

This is not the time to point our fingers at others (IT is an easy 
scapegoat), but to reflect on our own work. How can we dodge the 
curse of knowledge? There are two ways. Learn nothing again and 
you should be fine. Just kidding.

The other way? Tell a story. Here’s an example from one of my clients.

STORY TITLE: THE PRICE OF TOMATOES

It was a dreary winter’s afternoon. I was 25 and living in London. I found 
myself in aisle four at my local Tesco supermarket, scanning the price of 
canned tomatoes: 20p for home brand, 30p for regular and 40p for organic. 
I reached into my pocket and rummaged around and found one 10p coin and 
a shiny Australian two- dollar coin. I sighed and wished I was back home in 
Australia. On the bottom shelf I spotted a bottle of passata that had been 
marked down to 10p. 10p!  I bought it and used it in a pasta sauce that night.

Now, many years later, when thinking about money – do I have enough? 
– I always think of that experience in London and know anything I have 
now is a privilege in comparison.

 STORYTELLER: HONOR MARINO, CULTURE AND ENGAGEMENT SPECIALIST,  

TASMANIAN NETWORKS PTY LIMITED
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BEYOND BINARY
Many of us work with people who want only the data, the facts. 
Sometimes leaders tell me, ‘I’m ready, but I’m not sure my audience is.’

I’m asked by leaders all over the world, ‘So do I stick with facts or 
tell stories?’ 

Most leaders stick with the data. This focus often stems from their 
subject or technical expertise, but it ensures little or no audience 
engagement and limited recall. A few leaders use stories only, and 
this can feel hollow – where is the data?

Data or stories? Heads or hearts? Much as we like to believe peo-
ple are rational beings, and that appealing to their heads with logic 
should persuade them, we know this to be far from the truth. If 
logic alone did the trick, business life would be so much easier: 
we could tell people the logical thing to do and they would do it!

Sally Hogshead, the author of How to Fascinate, points to research 
suggesting that where 100 years ago our attention span was 20 min-
utes, today it is just nine seconds. Yes, you read that right: nine 
seconds. We have become mean, lean scanning machines – a sur-
vival mechanism that gets us through the challenges of living with 
a daily information tsunami.

The nine- second stat applies only to data. The minute we engage 
with emotion and story, a much wider window of attention opens. 
So it’s time to move beyond binary: yes, use data, but also connect, 
engage and inspire with the right story. Stories earn compound 
interest from your audience. 



ROCKET FUEL
I’m not suggesting that with one story the world will be your oyster. 
Nor am I saying that everything needs a story. But every time you 
want to persuade, compel and move an audience, a story will help you. 
A story combined with data is your success rocket fuel. I have seen this 
time and time again, with leader after leader, in large, medium and 
small organisations all over the world.

So besides your other practices, if you want to learn, explore and 
discover practical applications for business storytelling (storytelling 
with a purpose and for results), then you are in the right place. This 
is the right book for you.

Stories and storytelling can inspire, influence, motivate and engage 
people, where logic and bullet points may not. Think of your own 
experience. Isn’t it always the story, the anecdote, the example that 
you remember long after the event?

Whatever it is you are trying to do in business – whether you are 
leading people, managing change, influencing the board or building 
your career – storytelling will help you do it better . . . that’s a guar-
antee. So let our journey begin!

A good way to start is by defining what business storytelling is and 
what it isn’t, which is what we will do in the next chapter.
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KEY INSIGHTS

• Leaders face the challenges of leading a team, guiding change 
and inspiring others (it’s about relationships and results).

• Hard power (command and control) and soft power 
(consulting, collaborating and connecting) are in themselves 
not enough as influence tools to address these three 
challenges.

• The currency of business has changed – the new currency is 
business storytelling.

• Business storytelling (storytelling with a purpose and for 
results) lets us fast- track relationships and results.

• The Aristotle model of influence tells us we need logos (logic), 
ethos (personal credibility) and pathos (emotional connection) 
to succeed.

• In business we are logos heavy and don’t have the tools to use 
ethos and pathos effectively.

• Storytelling fast- tracks ethos and pathos.
• Storytelling helps us dodge the curse of knowledge.


