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Introduction 

The magic of storytelling occurs when participants tell and listen to each other's stories, 

engaging the hearts and minds of their colleagues. It is a great way to begin a business 

gathering, involving everyone in the room. Ideas cross-pollinate and rapport increases. The 

entire meeting comes to life in a way that naturally and predictably focuses the audience's 

collective enthusiasm on the business at hand through the participant’s sharing their personal 

stories. Thus storytelling establishes links between participants and sets the stage for high 

performance. 

  

Understanding the Client’s Story 

The ability to understand the client’s story and the purpose is critical in developing a successful 

design for the client.  Getting to the bottom line, the reason for the design project is the first 

step in the design process.  This sets the tone for the theme and ultimately the design direction.  

There is value in storytelling as it relates to the design process. 

  

The first step in the design process is to make sure you understand the reason for the project. 

What are client’s main goals?  Why are they doing this? You may have to help them discover 

why they are doing it.  There are obvious reasons such as to increase business, to increase 

awareness, to increase exposure, to maintain existing business and many others.  There’s 

nothing wrong with these, but part of telling the story is the reaction to the listeners. In other 

words, how do you know if the story told was received or even comprehended? 

  

Can you take the client’s description of what they want at face value? What they often want is 

something new and fresh, but it’s up to you to determine what is new and fresh. Do the client’s 

words match what they are visually seeking? At times, the client finds it difficult to say what 

they want to see. They overlook details about the personality of their company even though 

they live it every day. Clients can be the biggest barriers of all. Use your instinct, that’s why they 

hired you. Go with your feelings and convince the client that you want to understand their story. 

  

Knowing the Purpose   

Knowing the purpose of the project is important, maybe critical, in developing a successful 

design. The more you know about the story and purpose of the project the better the 

development will be.  The development needs to be shared with the client.  Too often, designers 

keep the development ideas, in what ever form they may be, to themselves.  Share your ideas— 

even the ones you think are bad. 

  

Stories can be like a treasure chest whose full value is only revealed when we open the chest 

and look inside.  What are the themes and patterns common to our stories?  What characters 

and events move us most and why?  What might our stories reveal about our hidden capacities 

and strengths as an organization and how can we better leverage those capacities in the future?  

Through storytelling you will discover how the deeper exploration of the story restores a critical 



“missing link” in how groups of people successfully learn and make decisions together in 

organizations.  

  

Getting to the Bottom of the Story 

Tell and listen to each other's stories, engaging the hearts and minds of their colleagues.  Look 

for visual clues about the client by using a concept called “Seek and Show.”  Visit the client’s 

office and look around the room for visual clues such as advertising and marketing materials.  

They reveal style, personality and other brand attributes. A site visit can give you an inside look 

at the corporate culture—be it casual, organized, intense or frantic.  Another concept that is 

effective and similar to “Seek and Show” is “Show, Tell and Watch.”  Show the client something 

visual; show style boards with images, colors, textures and materials that represent specific 

attributes and attitudes to get feedback from and about the client.  Throw out ideas and images 

to get the client talking.  Watch the client’s response for insight into how they really feel. Are 

they enthusiastic?  Ask the client parallel questions; if you were a car, what type of car would 

you be and why?  Parallel questions can assist in identifying the client and the organization.   

 

Telling the Story 

Presenting yourself and your company to investors, corporate partners, customers, and 

employees is the single most critical doorway to business success.  But do you know how to 

present yourself or company in a way that makes you or your company come alive so that 

people want to invest in you? Do you captivate people’s attention when you speak? 

  

Many designers want to believe that their skills and experience speak for themselves such that 

the potential should be obvious to clients. However, you are all that is visible to the client at that 

moment. Because of the way human nature works, when you stand up in front of the room and 

start talking, the client will be assessing you more than the details of the business.  

  

How clients perceive you will heavily influence their decision to move forward with you to the 

next stage or to say goodbye. If you don't inspire clients to want to know more, you may never 

get the chance to show off your great design skills and what you can do for them. 

 

The Future Story 

Storytelling is a powerful way to build trust, transmit ideas and energize a group. Mediocre 

presenters drain energy from an audience.  In contrast, storytellers engage and energize a room.  

You must think of yourself as “sharing a story with people” rather than “giving a presentation.”  

A presentation is a one-way lecture as opposed to an interactive, fun experience that people will 

remember.  It is also helpful if you view the audience as people you like and whom you want to 

help.  Unfortunately, most presenters feel distant from the audience and see the situation as 

“them versus us.” 

  

Have you ever told a bedtime story to a child? You spoke in a way, and even acted it out, such 

that the child felt like part of the story. To keep the child's interest and to make it fun, you wove 

fact with fantasy and asked questions. You also expressed a variety of emotions and varied the 

volume and inflection of your voice. And you showed passion and probably even had fun. In 

storytelling, you are involved in weaving a story together and enjoying it. More importantly, so 

is your child (the listener). In the same way, your objective is to engage them so they mentally 

and emotionally participate in the story. If you create intrigue, it will draw people in so that they 

want to hear more.  



 

So you have to decide: Is the audience part of your story?  Or are they passive bystanders whom 

you hope will keep quiet so you can convince them how great you are?  If you choose this 

approach, the bystander approach, don’t expect people to buy into you or your vision, or want 

to work with you. 

 

Conclusion 

The ultimate storyteller is one who can not only connect with the audience through their heads 

(knowledge), but also who can inspire people through passion, fun and vision. 
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