Villains, Victims and Heroes:

Harnessing the Power of Messages and Stories
For Business and Career Success
A Stream at AOMO 2018
by Greg Stone

To All: 

Please feel free to submit papers on any aspect of storytelling, in particular the role of villains, victims or heroes.
Abstracts of no more than 500 words, in word.doc format, should be submitted as an email attachment by 1 December 2017 to Greg Stone (see contact info below) and to Jenny Knight at aomo2018@gmail.com.
Be creative … be bold!
If you have any questions, please email Greg Stone at greg@gregstone.com, or call at 617-489-5400 in Boston in the USA.
Here is a description of my presentation:

Dateline: Holiday season, Wayne, PA.  A retired engineer, 89 years old, snowed in, worried that he won’t have enough food.  His daughter calls several grocery stores but none will deliver.  Except Trader Joe’s (a North American specialty food chain.)  Managers there say they do not ordinarily deliver but they make an exception.  Plus they suggest low-sodium items in keeping with the elderly man’s diet.  The groceries arrive in 30 minutes, free of charge.
This anecdote is more powerful than a thousand platitudes about customer service, isn’t it?  It portrays a snow storm (the villain) and a store that goes above and beyond (the hero) for the benefit of a helpless old man (the victim).  The impact is unforgettable.

Yes, compelling stories can exalt, motivate and acculturate every worker in an enterprise, attract customers and media alike and create the shortest distance between people.  Storytelling may just be the most powerful managerial tactic of all and is the most useful form of “performance.”
It creates what scientists call “neural coupling,” linking the speaker’s and listener’s brains.  Moreover, there is mounting evidence that stories augment understanding and prolong memory for weeks.  Character-driven narratives also alter the chemistry of the brain itself — increasing production of the so-called hug hormone oxytocin in a way that can encourage altruistic behavior. 

The central question though is not how you tell a captivating story, but what elements it should include. This stream will explain what they are.  

As the title suggests, there are three main players in successful stories: heroes, victims, and above all, villains.  There’s an old adage in Hollywood that great villains make great movies, and the same principle applies in business.  Yet the “scoundrels” need not be animate.  In the commercial world the “villains” are instead problems that cause pain, discomfort or extra expense for the customers, who are in effect the “victims.”  

And who are the heroes?  The products and services that offer solutions, and the companies and executives behind them.  

We will show you how to deliver consistent messages that resonate with customers, prospects, colleagues or potential employers alike.

Greg Stone first introduced these core ideas in a seminal Harvard Business Review article to be found here, where he tells this story:

Muhammad Yunus, the father of microcredit, was a young economics professor in the 1970s in Bangladesh.  He took his students on a field trip to an impoverished village, where they encountered a woman who made bamboo stools.  A local moneylender extended credit for the raw materials but retained the exclusive right to the merchandise at prices he would establish.  Worse, the interest rate was downright usurious, ranging up to 10% a day.
Altogether 42 victims had borrowed less than $27 USD.  “I offer $27 to get these victims out of the ‘banker’s’ clutches,” Yunus said.  “If I could make so many people so happy with such a tiny amount of money, why not do more? That has been my mission ever since.”
This story simply works, doesn’t it? It has all the elements: a classic villain (the “local moneylender”), powerless victims (“impoverished women in Bangladesh”), and a hero (in the form of “humane microbanking).”  Note that the theme comes at the end, as a natural outgrowth of the facts.
In the workshop we would ask participants to come prepared to tell their stories, which we can evaluate for dramatic effect and factual punch.  We will also videotape a few brave volunteers and gently critique their performance during playback.

The theme of the stream will be: In business messaging, the villain of the story may just be your best friend.

Here are some of the topics we might cover, based on the forthcoming book called Villains, Victims and Heroes: Harnessing the Power of Messages and Stories for Business and Career Success:
Find the Villain To Uncover the Story

· Follow this powerful story paradigm: Villain/Victim/Hero, outlined in Stone’s Harvard Business Review article  
· Describe the “villain” as experiences that frustrate, disturb or harm customers

· Explain the plight of the “victim,” i.e. the customer

· Cast your business as the “hero” who solves the problem

Travel to Your Islands 

· Think of your messages as an archipelago of islands

· Offer these elements for each island (in no particular order):

· The message itself

· Proof points, preferably quantitative, for “statistical brags” that supercharge the point

· Anecdotes that reveal how people react

· Bridge to your “islands,” especially when questioned

The Pictures are Better on Radio
· Tell a vivid story, complete with sensory data on sights, sounds etc., as if explaining a movie to a blind person

· Add drama and poetry to the mundane (put some salsa in the gumbo)

· As the narrator and the director, and perhaps the main character, BE PERSONAL and talk about your own sense of mission

Brand with the Heart
· Mix facts and feelings in stories — impelling the audience to laugh, dream and think

· Recognize that products are a bundle of physical and psychological attributes (“In the factory we make cosmetics, but in the drugstore we sell hope,” Charles Revson said)

· Understand that customers humanize products, services and even websites 
The What and How of Messaging
· Explain what and how, as in “What does your company do?” and “How does it do it?”

· Answer implicit questions in the audience’s mind

· Focus on specific benefits, i.e. what the audience needs or wants to know

· Persuade while informing

It’s all About the Word About
· Don’t talk to the audience, talk about their concerns 

· Remember that the story belongs to them

· Bear in mind that storytelling is sharing — another form of kindness

Neuroscience Meets Homer

· Neural coupling: stories link the brains of the narrator and listener

· Stories augment understanding and memory

· They also stimulate production of oxytocin, the “comfort chemical”
Can’t Disagree with the Power of Three
· Take advantage of the deep resonance of a list of three items, e.g blood, sweat and tears; of the people, by the people, for the people, etc.

· Don’t cite more than three examples: it’s counterproductive

Evoke, Don’t Provoke
· Rather than advocating a point of view, elicit feelings and thoughts that the audience already possesses

· Let their brains complete the experience
No One Avoids Tabloids
· Exploit the appeal of repugnant subjects

· Follow the example of folklore, Shakespeare and ancient Greek dramatists who offered many shocking tales

· Appeal to the emotions

Avoid Clichés “Like the Plague”
· Find the clichés, and run far away from them

· Annihilate stereotypes

· Embrace idiosyncrasy

A Dose of Dickens and a Splash of Casablanca
· Lessons from novelists (Stephen King, E.M. Forster, John Gardner, Norman Mailer):

· Tell stories about what you know and what interests you

· Create drama that shows characters in action

· Craft a dream in the mind of the listener

· Write as you would speak

· Pose a “what if” question

· Make the audience wonder what will happen next

· Lessons from screenwriters:

· Insert plot points to pivot the action in a new direction

· Raise the stakes as the story progresses

· Remember that movies are about a character who …

· Lessons from songwriters: start the story in the middle
A Short Note on Brevity
· “Be sincere, be brief, be seated”: FDR
· Examples from a book of 6-word stories:
· “I still make coffee for two”
· “Brought it to a boil, often” (Mario Batali)
· “I fell far from the tree”
Power Corrupts and PowerPoint Corrupts Absolutely
· Use PowerPoint sparingly

· Employ pictures instead of charts

· Find heroes and villains in graphics

The Payoff is Executive Presence
· Messaging allows you to connect authentically with the thoughts and feelings of others to motivate and inspire them to reach a desire outcome 

· Ask yourself why people would want to be lead by you

· Nothing rhymes with eloquence: it stands alone and it’s not just a matter of articulation; it comes from who you are at the core

