Storytelling: One Approach to Required Training

From the beginning of time, storytelling has been the way people shared knowledge and information.  It was the way in which members of a culture came to know where they came from, why there were there, and how to live daily life in the larger group.  Storytellers were held in high regard because they carried with them the history of the people (Finlay & Hogan, 1995).  We can still see examples of some of these ancient stories that were used to teach in the myths, legends, fables and bible stories that have been passed down to us today.

With the invention of the printing press, storytelling gradually became less important until eventually it was thought of as only something to entertain.  In the classroom, it was considered suitable mainly for the elementary classroom.  If found in the upper grades or higher education at all, it was used as part of the literature curriculum or, perhaps, as an illustration of an historical time.  The use of storytelling as a learning or information strategy was never considered in business which, instead, relied on the presentation of facts, figures and statistics.  Storytelling was thought of as a way of sharing gossip, not business information.  Recently, however, as people have begun to realize that these methods alone are not always effective, there has been an increased awareness of the power of storytelling as a learning and information strategy.  

Today, storytelling is found at all levels of instruction, from elementary schools through high schools and college as well as in business organizations.  While storytelling is an effective strategy in any of these areas, we have focused our attention on storytelling in the business community where stories are used to teach a variety of ideas, principles and concepts including motivation, leadership, problem solving, and customer care.  We have chosen to focus on this area because it is an area where the use of storytelling is least well known and the variety of applications most compelling.  Some of the most powerful and interesting examples of storytelling in organizations was its use as a means to introduce change, including both changing attitudes and ways of doing business, to define organizational culture, to develop knowledge management systems and to enhance systems design. 

One of the most effective ways of making change easier is with storytelling.  Effective stories can facilitate changes in people’s behaviors and/or attitudes as the organization itself goes through a change.  Storytelling is effective in changing attitudes because it gets inside the brain of the listeners to get them thinking in a new way.  One example seen in class was the video about Mrs. Murphy.  After seeing Mrs. Murphy’s story, we, as the audience, were much more aware of and sympathetic toward the problem of depression in elderly people.   

Stephen Denning describes how he used stories for organizational change in his book, The Springboard (2001).  In his case, he used storytelling to introduce the idea of knowledge management to the World Bank organization.  He had tried using charts and writing reports but was having a difficult time convincing managers of the benefits of this change – until he tried what he calls a “springboard” story.  A springboard story enables a leap in understanding on the part of the audience so that they can grasp how an organization or system might change.  The storyteller is able to engage the listeners and get them thinking about the potential benefits that could come about from the change.  The idea planted by the story becomes theirs as the listeners work through it in their minds.  The listeners are then more receptive to the new idea and more able to be convinced by the data and analysis that is presented to back up the change.

Storytelling is also an effective way to define the organizational culture and mission statement of an organization.  Stories can be used to show what happens if something is done right, and what happens if it is not.  One example, extremely timely in light of recent business scandals, uses storytelling as a way to teach employees about ethical conduct.  For example, one program begins with a story of a salesman, Ryan Wilson, who is being fired because of some unethical conduct.  The participants then go back in time to see what Ryan did wrong and to learn about legal and ethical conduct along the way (Warren, 2003).  Other examples include stories on how good customer service can positively affect business or the negative impact when it is lacking or stories illustrating the reasons behind corporate standards and the impact of their not being followed (Breuer, 1998, Durrance, 1997).

Knowledge Management is another area where storytelling has been used quite successfully.  We read of two examples – one at IBM and the other at Xerox – where storytelling was used to capture tacit information for a knowledge management system.  At Xerox a series of studies showed that repairmen learned how to fix copiers not from manuals or classrooms but from swapping stories with other repairmen around the coffeepot.  Xerox collected the repairmen’s stories, which often offered new and innovative ways to solve customer problems, in a database called Eureka.  According to Xerox’s web site, Eureka now solves about 250,000 problems a year and saves Xerox upwards of $10 million a year in service parts and labor costs.

At IBM, storytelling was used to get at the knowledge involved in selling global accounts.  After a deal was complete, a process that took several months, the people who had worked on a deal were reassembled and asked them to relive the story while video cameras recorded the event.  Ideas were then lifted from the tapes and shared as best practices (Stewart ).  

Another example of a unique use of storytelling as an information and learning strategy was in the use of storytelling as part of the design process.  Dan Gruen (2000) of Lotus Research writes about value of storytelling in the design of Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW).  They found that by creating stories showing how new technologies would be used and would be integrated with other tools, they were able to get better input for the design process.  This was especially true when different departments with different goals had to collaborate on the design of a new system.  For example, as part of the design of a new e-mail system, the developers might create a story with someone in a customer service office of a phone company was using the new system for some specific purpose.  The designers would then use storyboards to tell the story to others.  The stories were useful for eliciting feedback and design requirements.  A viewer of the story might say something like, “We do that too, but we do it a little differently.”  Those differences could then be incorporated into the design.  The stories were found to be much more effective than using simple scenarios which described the sequence of actions for a particular activity but did not include the characters, plot or other story details.  Even viewers from other industries were able to see how the functions of the proposed system would fit in their industry. 

The creation of the stories had a side benefit for the designers of the new systems.  They also served as a sort of test to ensure that all critical issues had been addressed.  As the designers created the stories, they might discover something that a user might need that they had not considered before.  Finally, the stories helped them evaluate the usefulness of the design projects, themselves.  As Gruen comments, “if you cannot tell a compelling story about how a system you are designing will be used and the value it will bring to the people who use is, you should questions why the system is being built in the first place.”

These examples offer an illustration of the power of storytelling as a learning and information strategy.  The value of storytelling is supported by the literature as well.  According to Finlay and Hogan (1995), “storytelling may be the building block of human learning, an easy, natural way for humans to acquire information, ideas and concepts.”  Research has shown that by building ideas to be memorized into a story, people remember them more easily (Finlay and Hogan).  This could be because of the nature of stories, themselves.  Stories convey meaning and knowledge, not just information.  The information is more easily incorporated because the stories create clusters or chunks of information that are easier to remember (Reamy, 2002).


In addition, storytelling allows the listener or learner to draw on his or her prior knowledge and experiences and add to them.  According to the Andragogical theory of learning (Knowles cited in Finlay & Hogan), people learn best when new information is added to their previous experiences.


Regarding the interaction between story tellers and story hearers, Roger Schank, President and CEO of Socratic Arts says, "Stories illustrate points better than simply stating the points themselves because, if the story is good enough, you usually don't have to state your point at all; the hearer thinks about what you have said and figures out the point independently (1990).”  Schank’s comments illustrate not only the power of storytelling but the importance of creating good stories.  


In creating good stories for learning, one must begin by determining what ideas or information the storyteller wants to teach or share with the listener.  The storyteller can then build a story to convey this information using the story elements of plot, character, setting, and results.  While stories can vary in length from as short as a minute or as long as five, they should always have some sort of structure.  The traditional story structure includes a set up or beginning, a confrontation, and a resolution.


Once the story is created, good storytelling techniques help draw the audience into the story.  Some of these techniques include pacing, varying the tone and pitch of one’s voice, using one’s face, hands and body to emphasize point and draw reactions from the audience, and building a rapport with the audience.  Finally as with any skill, it is important to practice in order to perfect one’s storytelling ability.


It is through honing the age-old craft of storytelling that one is able to take advantage of the power of this learning strategy.  “A good story taps into the intellect and emotions of the audience; it leaves listeners enriched in their learning and feelings” (Kaye & Jacobson, 1999).  Certainly, as designers of instruction, is it imperative to be aware of this strategy and to take advantage of it as much as possible in order to create an effective learning situation.
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