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Stories: a leader’s most powerful tool

“In recent years, social scientists have come to 
appreciate what political, religious, and military 
figures have long known –that stories constitute a 
uniquely powerful currency in human relationships 
… and I suggest they constitute the single most 
ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǿŜŀǇƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ŀǊǎŜƴŀƭ.”

Dr. Howard Gardner, Leading Minds: an Anatomy of Leadership



Stanford student recall exercise, Made to Stick

“In the average one-minute speech, the typical student uses 
2.5 statistics.  Only one student in ten tells a story.  Those are 
the speakingstatistics.

“The rememberingstatistics, on the other hand, are almost a 
mirror image:  When students are asked to recall the 
speeches, 63 percent remember the stories.  Only 5 percent 
remember any individual statistic.”



Tell yourstory

“It is important that a leader be a good 

storyteller, but equally important that 

the leader embody that story.”
Dr. Howard Gardner, Harvard Business School



Personal story Ą

Belief Ą

Objectives

FTie your story to your objectives



Susan Cain, The power of introverts



Sharing a weakness makes you stronger

“The first quality of exceptional leaders is that 

they selectively reveal their weaknesses 

(weaknesses, not fatal flaws).  Doing so lets 

employees see that they are approachable.  It 

builds an atmosphere of trust and helps 

galvanize commitment.”
Robert Goffee, Gareth Jones:  Why Should Anyone Be Led By You, HBR, Sept./Oct. 2000



Brené Brown, The power of vulnerability



Stories to persuade

“Think not of writing a speech but 
building an argument.”

Jeff Shesol, West Wing Writers

“All presentations have a component of 
persuasion to them.”  

Nancy Duarte, Resonate



Sheryl Sandberg, 
Why we have too few women leaders



Barry Schwartz, The paradox of choice



Jessica Shortall, 
The US needs paid family leave – for the sake of its future



Chimamanda Adichie, The danger of a single story



Amy Cuddy,
Your body language shapes who you are



The Vision story

ά.ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ ǇŀǎǘΣ 
but then they must project the 
future.  And how do you imagine the 
ŦǳǘǳǊŜΚ  !ǎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅΦέ

Robert McKee, Ph.D., screenwriting guru



Stories to open and close



Helen Fisher, 
Technology hasn’t changed love. Here’s why 



Steve Jobs, Commencement Address, 
Stanford University, 2005



Look everywhere; be alert



Mine your speakers’ hobbies for stories 



Karen Thompson Walker, What fear can teach us



Look for magical objects



Story idea starters

ÅOne lesson

ÅA defining moment

ÅOvercoming a weakness or adversity

ÅA relationship that made a difference



The Fox and the Grapes

One hot summer day a fox was strolling through an orchard.  He saw a bunch of 

ƎǊŀǇŜǎ ǊƛǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘ ƻƴ ŀ ƎǊŀǇŜ ǾƛƴŜΦ  άWǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǉǳŜƴŎƘ Ƴȅ ǘƘƛǊǎǘΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ  

Backing up a few paces, he took a run and jumped at the grapes, just missing.  

Turning around again, he ran faster and jumped again.  Still a miss.  Again and again 

he jumped, until at last he gave up out of exhaustion.  Walking away with his nose 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊΣ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΥ άL ŀƳ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎƻǳǊΦέ  Lǘ ƛǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǇƛǎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘΦ   

-- Aesop



Good stories have . . .

1. .ŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ Χ  aƛŘŘƭŜ Χ  9ƴŘ
2. Inciting incident
3. Drama/Conflict
4. Emotion
5. Conversational language
6. Concrete detail/images
7. A quote
8. A climax
9. A lesson or moral
10. /ƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŦǊŜǎƘΣ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭΣ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ



Bring them in with the 5 Ws

A long time ago in a galaxy far, 

far away. . . .
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The key to a great story

“The greatest story commandment?  

Make me care!”

– Andrew Stanton, author, the Toy Story trilogy



A storyteller’s advice

άtŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ 
said. People will forget what you 
did.  But people will never forget 
Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŦŜŜƭΦέ  

Maya Angelou



Jake Barton, The museum of you



Finding the right story*

1. Start with the outcome:  what do I want this audience to 
know, feel, think or do?

2. DƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΣ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅΚ

3. What story will bring that message to life?

4. ¢ŀǇ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ

5. .Ŝ ŀƭŜǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǘƘŜƳŜǎΤ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 
everywhere!

* Results may vary based on speaker



“Stay hungry.  Stay foolish.”




