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Pe o p l e 
l o v e 
stories. 

They love to 
tell them and 

, they love to 
hear them. A 
really good 
story makes 
a camp fire 

wor th l ighting, a cocktai l par ty 
wor th a t tending , and a r e u n i o n 
worth holding. A story can evoke 
tears and laughter. A good story 
can touch someth ing familiar in 
each of us and, yet, show us some-
thing new about our lives, our 
world, and ourselves. 

Stories can also be powerful tools 
for growth and learning. They can 
reach resistant learners in ways that 
even well-delivered lectures may not. 
Unlike conventional lectures, stories 
have a way of circumventing the 
mind's logic to capture the imagina-
tion. In this roundabout way, they 
can lead to learning. 

Trainers as storytellers 
Trainers can use stories to entertain, 
inspire, or instnict—or to do all three. 
Most stories are either crafted or cho-
sen. The crafted ones are "baked 
from scratch"; the chosen ones are 
"recrafted"—in other words, tailored 

to fit the storyteller, audience, and 
learning objective. The objective is 
paramount. Stories without purpose 
obviously lack relevance, but they 
also tend to lack charm. 

Whether a trainer chooses to craft 
or recraft a story, several key steps 
are involved. The first step is to clar-
ify a story's puipose. Here's a check-
list of questions to ask oneself: 
• What key learning point do I 
hope to convey widi a story? 
» By using a story, am I indulging in 
irrelevant fantasy? Is the point best 
communicated by analogy? 
» Does the point warrant the time 
that's required to tell a story? Or do I 
need to make the point quickly and 
move on? 
» Are listeners likely to appreciate 
the point if it's conveyed by a story? 
Or are they likely to be literal-
minded and view stories as "much 
ado about nothing"? 
» Do I know how to tell a story? 

Most people can learn to tell sto-
ries well, but some may find story-
telling so challenging that they prefer 
to use o ther app roaches . If you 
decide to incorporate a story into a 
training program or presentation, 
you may find it helpful to structure 
your story around the following ele-
ments: the context, the challenge, 
and the climax. 
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The context 
The story's context establishes the 
setting or scene. It's the "once upon 
a time" part that invites listeners into 
the story. In a sense, the context 
allows listeners to become witnesses 
to the visions of the storyteller. 

The first step in creating the con-
text is to write clown the story so 
you can critique it and measure the 
time it takes to tell it. A story should 
start with a transition that uses words 
or cues—such as a long pause—to 
signify that a story is beginning. 
Listeners shouldn't wonder why you 
are telling them what you're telling 
them, and they shouldn't be asking 
themselves, "Where does this fit in?" 

In a story told in a service-man-
agement workshop, the storyteller 
opens with this transition: i have for 
some time carefully observed how 
service providers deal with service 
recovery, the process used to turn 
customer disappointment into de-
light. Recently, 1 had a chance to 
watch effective service recovery in 
action...." 

After the transition, it's important 
to create a realistic backdrop. Often, 
a story takes more time to relate than 
it takes to happen, so you should 
allow enough time to set the scene. 

The storyteller from the service-
management workshop stages the 
scene this way: "It was high noon! 1 
was en route to a 12:30 meeting 
downtown, and I knew that lunch 
wasn't in the cards, unless I stopped 
at Hardee ' s for an order to go. I 
pulled into the parking lot and saw 
that the cars in line for the drive-in 
window were backed up for a mile! 
So, I decided to go into the restau-
rant and get in the long indoor line 
instead...." 

Even well-told stories often violate 
grammatical rules. They commonly 
shift between the past tense and the 
present. The past tense tells what 
happened; the present tense is acted 
out. 

For example, the story here shifts 
back and forth between tenses as 
follows: "Finally, after I patiently 
worked my way up to the counter, 1 
gave my order to the clerk. 'I'd like a 
chicken sandwich, a Diet Coke, and 
a small order of fries to go,' I say. 

She said, 'We're out of chicken 
sandwiches1 at the moment . ' 'We 

have some cooking. It'll be just a few 
minutes. Do you mind if 1 wait on 
the customer behind you?' she asked 
politely. 

I often frequent fast-food restau-
rants at busy times, so I realized this 
wasn't an unusual situation. 'Fine,' I 
say. I moved aside to allow die cus-
tomer behind me to step forward...." 

When creating the context of your 
story, ask yourself the fol lowing 
questions: 
I What do I want listeners to feel? 
» How can I build a sense of ad-
venture, mystery, suspense, joy, or 
invitation? 
» Will listeners be able to visualize 
the scene I have in my mind? 
» Will listeners be able to identify 
with or relate to the story and the 
picture I've painted? 

The challenge 
A good story should contain a chal-
lenge, which can also be described 
as "dissonance." 

To communicate dissonance, it's 
important to create a dilemma that 
listeners can identify with. For 
instance, most people can identify 
with having to wait in line at a fast-
food restaurant. 

"The clerk at the front counter 
served the next customer. Then she 
turned and checked with the 
kitchen. She waited on another cus-
tomer and then pleaded with the 
kitchen for my order. Another cus-
tomer got his order, and she again 
chastised the kitchen, 'Where's my 
chicken sandwich? I have a customer 
waiting.' She served another cus-
tomer. Still no chicken sandwich. 

"After five customers ordered and 
left with their food, my politeness 
began to turn to 'perturbness.' As I 
watched the big hand on my watch 
move around, 1 realized that I was 
going to be late for a very important 
meeting—and still no order! I'm now 
seething, ready to let the people 
over in the next county know just 
what I think of this fast-food, slow-
motion experience...." 

Once you've created a dilemma, 
you should describe in your story 
plan the challenge for each of the 
key characters, using one sentence. 
For example, "John's challenge is 
such-and-such. Sue's challenge is 
such-and-such." This can help you 

keep things straight or "manage" the 
story. 

The following questions can help 
you create dissonance: 
» What do I want listeners to feel? 
* How can I build a sense of con-
cern, conflict, or suspense? 
» Will listeners be able to identify 
with or relate to the dilemma? 
» Will listeners be able to visualize 
the challenge or challenges the same 
way that I do? 
* Will the dilemma create enough 
d issonance so that l isteners will 
desire a resolution? 

The climax 
The story's climax is essentially a 
punch line with a lesson. Of course, 
the lesson is usually longer than the 
typical punch line of a joke. 

The climax is more than just an 
ending. It's a resolution that can be 
used as a tool for helping listeners 
to learn. The storyteller instructs 
through resolution, and the listeners 
allow their need for resolution to 
load them into learning. As the story 
is told, it educates all who hear it. 

The climax must clearly fit the 
challenge and also carry listeners in 
new and somewhat u n e x p e c t e d 

directions. A surprise twist is often 
what most affects an audience. 

Here is the climax or resolution to 
the story from the service-manage-
ment workshop: 

"Finally, the Hardee 's clerk 
brought me my order. As she looked 
me in the eyes, she very sincerely 
said, 'I'm sorry you had to wait for 
so long. And to think you o r d e r e d 

your meal to go! I'm giving you a 
large order of fries. No extra charge.' 

"I heard myself cheerily r e s p o n d -

ing, That 's okay!' As I left in good 
spirits, I ref lected on the mostly 
unpleasant exper ience and won-
dered, 'Now, how did she get me to 
do that?"' 

If a story were mapped out, the 
climax would reside on the other 
side of the gaps created by the chal-
lenge. If listeners leap over the gaps, 
thus eliminating the dissonance, they 
experience insight and learning. But 
the climax must be truly inviting, 
realistic, and relevant. If the climax 
or resolution is too routine or far-
fetched, there is no insight. Listeners 
must be able to relate to and identify 
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with how the story ends. 
When creating the climax, ask 

yourself the following questions: 
* Will the story's ending result in 
'earning and achieve my goal or 
goals? Is a story the best way to 
accomplish that with this particular 
audience? 
* Will the ending surprise, amuse, 
challenge, or amaze listeners? 
* Will listeners view the ending as 
realistic and relevant? 
* Will listeners be able to envision 
several possible endings before the 
climax is revealed? 
* Will l isteners gain insight and 
develop new attitudes, understand-
ing, or skills from die resolution? 

At the story's end, listeners should 
say, "I wouldn't have thought of that" 
o r "I wasn't expecting that." They 
should also feel, upon reflection, that 
the story makes perfect sense. 

Telling the story 
Even a well-crafted story can fail to 
achieve its objectives if it isn't told well. 
Here are a few techniques and tips for 

effectively delivering a story. 
Dramatize. Don't be afraid to ham it 
up a bit. Remember, you're trying to 
paint a picture. As you speak, focus 
on the scene in your mind and try to 
become part of it. Relive the story as 
you tell it. 
Describe. U s e a lo t of de t a i l s in t h e 
beginning of the story and then faze 
them out. Listeners need to hear 
more details while you're creating 
the context. 

A good rule of thumb is to start 
by using more details than you think 
the story needs. Your goal is to draw 
listeners into the scene. Once you 
establish the context and you move 
on to the challenge and climax, you 
need fewer details. 
Shift. As you're telling the stoiy, you 
sometimes act as a guide. Other 
times, you're part of the action. In 
other words, you step in and out of 
the scene. These dual funct ions 
make it acceptable for the storyteller 
to shift between the past tense and 
the present tense. 
Pause. Timing is key to good story-

telling. So-called "pregnant pauses" 
can entice l isteners and imbue a 
story with drama and suspense . 
Practice your presentation by record-
ing your story on audiotape and lis-
tening for places where pauses might 
add punch. Then tell your story at a 
pace that is slow, but not too slow. 
Gesture. Use different gestures, var-
ied facial expressions, and dramatic 
body movements. Such techniques 
can help turn a written story into a 
living demonstration. 

The proverbial admoni t ion to 
"stick to the story" is good advice. 
The storyteller who goes off on tan-
gents loses momentum and ulti-
mately frustrates listeners. Don't 
introduce secondary issues or new-
words and concepts. And don't ask 
questions during the story. Questions 
can be effective learning tools, but 
they tend to break the thread of the 
narrative. 

Avoid biting sarcasm and satire. 
Even sad stories should have an ele-
ment of joy. If a story is too acerbic, 
listeners tend to resist. The same 
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goes for exaggeration. Most story-
tellers tend to embellish stories and 
tailor them to fit their needs and 
goals. That's expected, but too much 
poetic license can actually under-
mine the authenticity and realism 
that make a story powerful. If the 
audience members don't buy your 
story, then they won' t buy your 
learning points either. 

Good storytellers, like master vint-
ners with a full-bodied wine, know 
that a good story mellows and 
improves with age. Above all, a 
good story is simple, stylish, and 
straightforward. 

Storytellers tend to have their own 
favorite recipes for stories, but these 
are a good general guide: 
» When choosing a story, "shop 
around" for the one that best meets 
your training goals. 
» Keep the blend simple. A good 
story has the right mixture of ingredi-
ents to make it clear, crisp, and 
palatable. 
t Add spice, but don't overseason. 
t Give your story a distinctive fla-

vor. Make it uniquely your own, 
even if it's a borrowed one. 
» Practice makes perfect. 

Where and when? 
Trainers who have decided to use 
stories often don't know where and 
when to fit them into their training 
programs. 

Stories fit just about anywhere. 
For example, they can work as intro-
ductions or as conclusions. As an 
introduction, a story can announce 
and organize the main points of the 
training program to follow. As a con-
clusion, a story can reiterate the core 
principles, ideas, and concepts of the 
training. Using a story to wrap up a 
program can cut through any confu-
sion that may have built up along 
the way. 

Stories can act as breathers. They 
can provide welcome respites when 
training topics are complex or 
abstract, and they can alleviate emo-
tionally charged discussions. 

Stories can clarify vague or easily 
misinterpreted training points, by 

adding specific, concrete details. 
They can help listeners make reason-
able deductions from disparate ele-
ments and, thus, better understand 
the training as a whole. 

Stories can be veiy effective when 
concepts are tricky—that is, when 
hard-to-communicate nuances are 
critically important to understanding 
the training. Stories can engage 
learners emotionally and show them 
the consequences of taking or omit-
ting certain actions. 

Clearly, stories can enliven train-
ing or provide an attractive alterna-
tive to traditional training lectures. 
But it isn't enough simply to "make 
u p a story." As with most worthwhi le 
endeavors, effective storytelling 
requires thorough planning. Make 
sure your stories pack a punch and 
that you have a socko delivery. • 

Chip Bell is a partner with Per-
formance Research Associates in 
Charlotte, North Carolina. He can be 
contacted at 25 Highland Park, TOO, 
Suite374, Dallas, TX 75205. 
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