THIRSTY-FISH

PUBLISHED ARTICLE

Not Your Typical Fairy Tale Conference
By Michael J. Margolis, THIRSTY-FISH

Storytelling@ New Tribe

(Before you make a major decision about anything, tell yourself at least six
stories about it, then decide.O -- Paula Underwood

Deciding to attend the annual Smithsonian Storytelling in Organizations
Conference was an easy decision for the hundreds who traveled to
Washington, DC to connect with and learn from their fellow story
practitioners.

First conceived in 1999 by Steve Denning, author of three books including
The Leaders Guide to Storytelling, the Smithsonian Story Conference was
initially convened as a way to illustrate the emerging trend of applied
storytelling. Denning, former head of knowledge management at the World
Bank, was an early pioneer in the field. From this initial conference, the
GoldenFleece community of practice emerged. This eclectic group began
experimenting with and refining story techniques to address a variety of
organizational challenges. The community® key findings then informed
consequent annual gatherings.

Now in its fifth year, the Smithsonian Story Conference has grown into the
premiere gathering and learning event on the use of storytelling in
organizational settings. In April, more than 150 participants gathered from
across the country to explore this fast growing discipline. This year@
Conference took on the controversial topics of branding, marketing, and
public relations Bin short, how stories are used to influence and persuade
the public. The combination of expert presentations and audience
interaction highlighted the complexities of a storied approach.
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Annette Simmons, a featured presenter, characterized this unique
gathering, GBome of us here are storytellers who choose to consult; while others
of us are consultants who use story as an approach or technique.OSimmonsO
astute observation reflects the varied paths and personalities contributing
to the field@ growth. Simmons, author of Orhe Story Factor: Inspiration,
Influence, and Persuasion through the Art of Storytelling,Oreminded the
audience of why story works. QPeople are dying for something to believe in,O
she noted during her session. Used correctly, stories can provide a sense of
meaning, identity, and connection in the workplace.

The Buzz At Work

Organizational storytelling is fast approaching a tipping point as the latest
management trend. Business experts such as Tom Peters, Seth Godin, and
Peter Senge repeatedly name GtorytellingOas an essential leadership skill
for the 215" century. The Harvard Business Review has published three
separate articles on the topic in as many years. And the Stanford Social
Innovation Review recently referenced how major nonprofit organizations
are using stories, demonstrating how this trend is being embraced across
all types of social institutions.

Anytime people must communicate and collaborate, storytelling can enable
the process. This includes practically every major management domain
including strategic planning, sales, marketing, team-building, knowledge
management, and fundraising. Stories help create a collective sense of
meaning and strengthen inter-personal relationships.

The Seductive Charm of Story

Most consumers expect the products they purchase to reflect the values
they aspire to live. You are what you drive. You are what you wear. You are
what you eat. Conference presenter Carol Pearson, co-author of Orhe Hero
and the Outlaw: Harnessing the Power of Archetypes to Create a Winning
Brand,Oshared examples of archetypal story patterns at work in
advertising. She illustrated the mechanics of how companies attach a value
(e.g. GevolutionaryQ to a branded product (e.g. Apple computers) through
a story (e.g. Orhink DifferentOCampaign). In the case of Apple, this
approach achieved amazing results, driving their products and brand to
achieve symbolic status with the Greative classOof writers, designers, and
artists.
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A great majority of consumer brands however repeatedly fail to deliver on
the promise of the story they tell. AT&T, Enron, and Microsoft are but some
recent examples. Even the most sophisticated ad campaign won® gloss
over disappointing gaps in a customer® experience. Conference co-weavers
Madelyn Blair and Michael Margolis invited the audience to share some of
their mixed experiences with brands and the various inputs led to
wonderful story examples.

The Ethics of Story

Cetorytelling isn®for sissies,Ocommented Molly Catron, in her Saturday
keynote session. Catron® presentation demonstrated how difficult stories
could be used to generate dialogue and help facilitate culture change.
Controversial stories push buttons, stimulate gut reactions, and can evoke
empathy. Stories can be used as a mirror, allowing an organization@
leaders to face a truth they may be reluctant to accept otherwise. As Carol
Pearson explained, ONVe need story vigilanceE because what we see and what
we believe can both be wrong.O

The Next Chapter

It@ not surprising that storytelling in organizations is a growing trend. We
increasingly live in a reality where world-views and values are colliding, and
organizations and individuals are left to sort through the complexities.
Businesses struggle to re-tool and re-position themselves in this changing
world. The ability to create meaning from these complexities is a skill in
short supply. OMe can only go as far as our stories will take us,Oreflected one
of the audience members.

Organizations are starting to realize they must empower their employees
with the skills and competencies to adapt and grow. From this core level,
the power and potential of storytelling in organizations shows great
promise. As one of our most natural and proven instincts, storytelling®
popular revival couldn® be more timely. In fact, our future is riding on it.

Sidebar:

For more trends and resources from the world of organizational
storytelling, visit GoldenFleece® web site www.storyatwork.com. Also
consider joining the National Storytelling Network@ Special Interest Group
on Organizational Storytelling at www.storynet.org.
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