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By Lou HeckLer, cSP, cPAe
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ith just four words
—“Tell me a story”
—Don Hewitt of
CBS News led the
60 Minutes team for decades, always
challenging the correspondents who
pitched him with ideas for the blockbuster Sunday night television program.
I am fairly sure that’s the same phrase
our audiences are saying to us: Want
to drive home a point? Tell me a story.
Want to give me a model of new
behavior to follow? Tell me a story.
Want to provide me content in an
easy-to-grasp way? Tell me a story.
Let’s first acknowledge the elephant
in the room: There will always be people in our audiences who think stories
are fluff and filler—silly ways we like to
show off. But what do they remember?
Duke University Professor Chip Heath
conducted a study a few years back to
see what his students recalled when
they had guest speakers come to the
classroom. Five percent remembered a
specific statistic that was shared, while
63 percent remembered the stories.
Of course, there are good and bad
stories, just like there are good and bad
other elements of our speeches, workshops and breakout sessions. Because
I have a background in journalism,
let me take you on a journalistic path
to explore the value and the art of
storytelling.

WHY STORIES?
Robert McKee, film writer and author,
says this: “We go to the movies to enter
a new, fascinating world, to inhabit vicariously another human being who at
first seems so unlike us and yet at heart
is like us, to live in a fictional reality
that illuminates our daily reality.”
I believe that’s what stories do in
our presentations. Well-told stories
reveal and remind and maybe even
reinforce knowledge. They turn a concept or a principle into a truth. They
give us a model of behavior and should
make us say things like, “Oh, I get it
now” and “I wonder what I would have
done in that same instance.”
I tell the speakers I coach that our
primary job is to be memorable and
repeatable. If we are those two things,
we are referable. We have a chance to
multiply our impact many times over if
people leave our speeches and seminars
and go back to their businesses or families and say, “Wait until I tell you the
story this speaker told today!”

Heckler regaled NSA convention attendees in 2011
with a story about coaching youth baseball.
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HOW TO TELL STORIES
Once you have decided on your three,
four or five main points, ask this magic
question: “What’s this like?” The idea
here is to recall a good story that represents your principle and allows the listener to see him or herself in the story.
University of Alabama instructor and
Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Rick
Bragg reminds us, “Think about the
aesthetics.” Stories are multi-sensory,
aren’t they? Don’t just describe what
you saw. Think about what sounds are
associated with the event, what fragrances, what textures. Make me “see
the movie” as you tell the story.
The story will become the metaphor
for the idea you are sharing, and while
most audience members may not
remember the exact wording of your
point, chances are very good they will
remember the story.
You also should consider having
each of your points not only illustrated
by one “big” story, but also reinforced
by a couple shorter anecdotes that
amplify and clarify your big idea. If you
are a business speaker, use examples
from organizations both large and small
so you can reach every member of your
audience. I never want people thinking,
“Oh, great. So they can do this at
Google. Good for them. What about a
little person like me in a small business?
How can I use this idea?”
WHAT STORIES TO CHOOSE
Bill Gove, CSP, CPAE, one of NSA’s
founders, used to say that every story
needs three P’s: a premise, a problem
and a payoff. It’s darn good advice.
Choose your stories based on the
impact and usefulness they will have on
your audience members, not on how
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much fun they are to tell.
Best-selling novelist Michael Connelly says, “I like stories that talk about
when the chips are down and the stakes
are high.” The premise of your story—
the underlying theme—must matter. Is
it big enough that I will care about the
outcome? And is it small enough that I
can see myself or my organization using
the theme of the story to better my
workplace or my life?
Does the story have an “unfolding”
quality to it? This is where we see the
problem. Journalist Thomas French,
who spent 27 years with the St. Petersburg Times newspaper, suggests this:
“Make the listener ask, ‘What happens
next?’”
The power of unfolding is at
the heart of every story in his
estimation. Then, when the
payoff comes, we really feel
satisfied.
WHERE TO FIND
STORIES
I’m often asked, “Where
do you get, much less
remember, all these stories you tell?” The
smart-aleck response is,
“Everywhere!” I really
believe interesting
events will take place
around me every day. My
job is to keep my radar dish up
and operating so that I can absorb
and remember them.
Another prize-winning journalist
and feature writer, Lane DeGregory,
says, “Look for the normal in the
abnormal and the abnormal in the
normal.” When you witness something and it prompts some power-

ful emotion in you, stop for a moment
and ask yourself a few questions:
• Why did I just feel that way?
• What did that event mean at
a deeper level?
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• Could I tell a story about this
event and connect it to one of
my main points?
Like most of you, I’m by nature not
as outgoing as some might assume. But
when I get around someone on a plane,
at the grocery store or at a conference
and they seem to be in an interesting
field, I turn on the question machine in
my head with some version of these:
• Could you tell me something about
what you do that might surprise
me?
• What’s the _________-est thing
that ever happened at your place of
business? (People are good at talking about extremes or superlatives.)
• What’s the best lesson you have
learned in your years on the job
(or on the
planet, for
that matter)?
People love to
talk about themselves, don’t they? On
that first question, one
of the best answers I
ever got was from a U.S.
Secret Service officer. When I
asked him about what might surprise
me about his critical and dangerous job,
he said, “I’m allergic to paint fumes.”
“Wait,” I said, “I don’t get it.” He
smiled. “Think about it. When I had
the presidential detail and we would
accompany him as he inspected a new
factory or visited a new school or business, what had the people there done a
day or so before his arrival? Painted the
place!”

Choose your stories based on the
impact and usefulness they will have
on your audience members, not on
how much fun they are to tell.
It gave me a good story to tell about
being careful to check your impressions
of someone so that your vision and
reality match.
WHAT ELSE?
Let’s wrap up with three more ideas
gleaned over my 37 years in our crazy
business. First, read widely and with a
purpose. Read lots of fiction. Most
people don’t. I am convinced that the
40 to 50 fiction books I read every year
fuel my story brain. Good fiction writers are very skilled at painting pictures,
bringing out emotions and colorfully
describing events. The better the writing I read, the better my writing gets.
Second, do a bit of a life inventory
using my “What’s this like?” tip above.
Think of all the questions you could
ask yourself as you work to illustrate a
point or a strategy: What was it like
when I was growing up? When I was in
school? When I had my first job? When
I fell in love? When I suffered a significant setback or loss? In each of these
and others you will find moments that
probably have happened in others’ lives
as well, and when you use them to
illustrate your points, your audiences
will be thinking, “She knows how I
feel” or “Yep, I’ve been there as well”—
and you will seem ever more relevant
and empathetic to them.

Finally, be tough with yourself as
you tell a story, yet don’t edit it or
shorten it so much that it loses its flavor. We certainly need to tighten each
story to eliminate unnecessary facts or
minutia, and we need to keep in the
elements that delight and inspire and
illuminate. Is there such a thing as the
ideal length of a story? If there is, I
haven’t found it yet.
We have such power to be a genuine
blessing to our audiences—to help
them think through and reorder their
lives, to guide them as they seek clarity
in a world that sometimes seems anything but clear. Stories are a powerful
way to do that.
So, if you want to increase your
impact and get booked and re-booked,
tell me a story!
Lou Heckler, CSP, CPAE, is a keynote
speaker and coach who delivers
memorable stories with good, clean
humor. He empowers organizations
and businesses to make positive changes
to achieve high productivity. Heckler
constantly researches his own presentations,
which he tailors to fit his clients’ needs.
Learn more at www.louheckler.com.
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