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A Refresher on Storytelling 101   HBR (2) OCTOBER 8, 2014 
 JD Schramm teaches communication at Stanford’s Graduate School of Business 
At bedtime, I tell stories to my godchildren, Anna and Noah, when their parents invite me to care for 
them. Their capacity for stories amazes me. They beg for “just one more” and then “just one more.” It 
seems we are wired to enjoy a well-told story. 
And as we grow up, we do not lose our thirst for stories. I work with future leaders at Stanford to help 
them develop compelling stories that achieve their management goals — and I’ve developed a seven-
part formula for storytelling success in presentations and business meetings. 
 

Parachute in, don’t preamble. The best storytellers draw us immediately into the action. They capture 
our attention and set the tone for a unique audience experience. Avoid opening with “I’d like to tell you 
a story about a time when I learned…” Instead, drop us into the action and draw the lesson out later. 
 

Choose first and final words carefully. We never get a second chance to make a good first impression. 
One needn’t memorize the story, but great leaders know the first and final words cold … and can deliver 
them without hesitation. Take advantage of the impact of a powerful opening and conclusion. 
 

Follow the “Goldilocks” theory of details. Give us “just the right amount.” If you give too many details, 
we get lost, or worse, bored. If you don’t give us enough detail, we may lack the context to grasp the 
story fully or to see ourselves inside your tale. If possible, test out your story with a few friends who 
have a similar background to your audience; let them help you discern the right level of detail. 
 

Focus your delivery on “one person with one thought.” When speaking to a group, focus on one person 
at a time, for four to seven seconds. As you tell your story, try to connect with each individual if possible. 
Don’t wash your eye contact over the crowd like a lighthouse, but actually connect with individuals. 
Consider even “casting” a member of the audience as a character in your story as you tell it. 
 

Consider the power of poetry. Use fewer words to carry more meaning. My high school English teacher, 
Mr. Wessling, used the analogy of the “magic grain truck” to educate us about poetry. He said “imagine 
if a magic truck allowed a farmer to haul seven times the amount of grain that a normal truck usually 
holds?” (Can you tell I grew up in Kansas?) We developed a long list of benefits such a truck would 
provide: fewer trips, less fuel, more free time, etc. Then he concluded: “Well boys that’s what poetry is. 
Using just a few carefully chosen and arranged words to carry much more meaning than their usual 
weight.” That imagery from over three decades ago reminds me of the power of poetry. 
 

Use silence for impact and emphasis. When a composer writes the score for a symphony she places a 
rest in the music when silence is called for. That rest is as much a part of the music as the notes. Silence 
is a powerful and underutilized storytelling tool. Matt May elaborates on this point in his recent HBR 
post. Intentional silence draws emphasis to what was just said or what is about to come – and allows 
others to contribute their own interpretations. 
 

Know your AIM. Who is your Audience? Speak at their level. What is your Intent, and what is your 
Message? Using this simple framework from Mary Munter and Lynn Russell’s book Guide to 
Presentations assures that the message is clear, captures the audience, and motivates your desired 
action. Avoid hedges, disclaimers and apologies.  
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TEN TIPS FOR STORYTELLING IN A SPEECH 
Lisa Marsherall, Clinical Associate Professor, Program Director, Communication Program- Medaille College 

 
1. Keep stories short-1-2 minutes is fine to engage audience.  Stories are great ways to start and end a speech, as it 

helps you connect with the audience. 
2. Make story appropriate to the audience –make it something they can identify and imagine. 
3. Create conflict and describe action in your stories. 
4. Make stories personal if possible-it helps establish credibility if you have experienced the topic of your speech 

firsthand. 
5. Use hypothetical stories to grab audience’s attention-using the word “imagine”, such as “Imagine a life without 

internet, cell phones, television or radio” in a speech about how technology has changed our lives. 
6. Make story vivid and specific-use language that places us into the setting of the story.  Tell us how it looks, feels, 

smells, such as a special place or memory of yours. (Grandma’s house, a holiday tradition) 
7. Use humor with care.  Try it out on a similar audience type ahead of time. 
8. When delivering dialogue in a story, use varying pitch and facial expressions to characterize each person, (ie. Child 

may have a higher pitch, wide open eyes) 
9. Use analogies to explain or demonstrate a part of your story.  An example would be “Just as a caterpillar comes 

out of its cocoon, so we must come out of our comfort zone,” in a speech about going to counseling to help deal 
with pent up emotions/depression. 

10. Practice delivery of your story.  Don’t count on memory or winging it with a story.  Have a peer listen to it and 
critique it. 

 
 

 
 

The Leader's Guide to Storytelling, Eight Narrative Patterns:  Stephen Denning 
1. Sparking Action: Describes how a successful change was implemented in the past, but allows listeners to 

imagine how it might work in their situation. 
2. Communicating Who You Are: Provides audience-engaging drama and reveals some strength or 

vulnerability from the past 
3. Transmitting Values: Feels similar to the audience and will prompt discussion about the issues raised by 

the value being promoted. 
4. Communicating who the Organization Is - Branding: Usually told by the product or service itself, or 

by customer word of mouth, or by a credible third party. 
5. Fostering Collaboration: Movingly recounts a situation that listeners have also experienced and prompts 

them to share their own stories about the topic 
6. Taming the Grapevine: Highlights, often through the use of gentle humor, some aspect of a rumor that 

reveals it to be untrue or unreasonable. 
7. Sharing Knowledge: Focuses on problems and shows in some detail how they were corrected, with an 

explanation of why the solution worked. 
8. Leading People Into the Future: Evokes the future you want to create without providing excessive detail 

that will only turn out to be wrong. 
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