
The Business  
of Storytelling
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Many of my friends don’t understand  
what I do as communication designer. 
They say they couldn’t draw a stick 
person if their life depended on it and 
marvel at how good I am with colour.
They value creativity but fail to see that 
they are surrounded by the influences of 
design. Sadly, that’s often true of many 
enterprises as well. 
 Perhaps the easiest way to describe 
what we do for our clients is defined in 
the words “story tell.” Helping clients to 
articulate and present who they are and 
what they are about – done in such a 
way as to cause reaction – is essentially 
what we do. That’s the business we’re in. 
Branding is about storytelling.

What’s true in life can 
also be true in business. 
People are telling their 
stories through everyday 
interaction, whether they 
are conscious of it or not. 
As the global economy introduces new 
levels of competition, the requirement 
for extraordinary narrative becomes 
essential for success – both visually and 
verbally  and from multiple sources. 

 The way a business or organization 
performs; the way it treats its partners, 
staff, clients and other stakeholders;  
how well it delivers on its promises –  
and how well it communicates those 
promises to others, either enhances  
the brand experience or discredits it.
 We’ve all seen and experienced 
examples of brand misrepresentation;  
the company with an exceptional 
product yet underachieving because  
of  an underfunded marketing plan, 
or the brand cynicism that occurs  
when an experience fails to live up to 
the promises of a brochure or website. 
It’s essential that communications are 
aligned with the experience. Otherwise 
the shelf life of demographic loyalty  
has a guaranteed date of expiry.
  I used to frequent a well-branded 
coffee shop, to be un-named. One 
evening after work I stopped enroute  
to home to see if I could get a sandwich. 
The young man behind the counter 
assured me that they were still serving 
sandwiches, even at the late hour. 
 After a few attempts at requesting 
sandwiches from the menu, it became 
evident that the choice boilded down  
to only one. This was frustrating. It was 
odd that the employee didn’t just tell me 
this straight up, but instead I had been 

assured that I could have whatever I’d 
like upon first arriving. As he was making 
my sandwich, he proceeded to undermine 
the integrity of the shop and cast doubt on 
the quality of the food, even suggesting 
the coffee was drugged. Perhaps this 
explained the everyday, endless lineups.
 When I suggested he could be fired  
for making such derogatory remarks,  
he responded,  “I don’t care. I don’t like 
working here anyway.” I didn’t report 
him, partly because I doubted that it 
would make a difference.  Granted, this 
was an extreme example, but it gave me  
a peek behind the Oz curtain of one of  
the leading brands in that category. 
 The larger the brand, the more 
challenging it is to ensure consistency  
in the storytelling. The intent of a larger 
brand remains the same as a smaller 
brand, in that they are both trying to 
connect in the most personal way 
possible with their clients to provide  
a consistent delivery of service and 
attention. The greater the number  
of personnel delivering the story, the  
more challenging it is to sustain that 
intimacy and consistency. Establishing  
a brand culture that people wish to 
identify with can go a long way to 
defining the brand experience for 
everyone connected to it.
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Since early times we have told our stories. Using pictures, symbols and words, 
humans have expressed ideas and recorded them for one another. In fact, the 
origins of written language looked more like pictograms than the letterforms we 
use most commonly in the Western world today. We now use both imagery and 
words to enhance the meaning and imagination of our storytelling.
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 Seriously though, many companies 
overlook the importance of how they 
present themselves. Today, the online 
arena is the place to tell your story and 
present your brand. It’s essentially an 
avatar, 24/7, representing your business 
to the world. 
 The media is interactive by nature, 
which provides an amazing opportuni-
ty to engage and excite your clients and 
prospective audiences worldwide.
 Having users who are “edutained”  
is the new benchmark. How well you 
do that will determine your competi-
tive advantage in the same way your 
services and products do. Are you 
telling your story through video, or  

do you have an exciting “company 
culture” film that frames your story 
and distinguishes your brand promise 
and personality online as a feature?
   Social media is adding an even more 
dynamic element to this opportunity. 
Why would any smart business person 
sell themselves short on putting their 
best foot forward online?
 Good storytelling is how others are 
persuaded to trust a shared idea or be 
convinced of a promised experience.  
This is what sets apart the ordinary 
stories from the exceptional ones. 
Managing the narrative of your brand  
is essential. What kind of story are  
you telling?

Another story: A reluctant new client 
came to meet with our team, somewhat 
dragged in by his marketing consultant. 
By his tone and posture, it was clear he 
placed no value on what our firm could 
bring to the table. He stated that his 
company had been doing quite well 
without the services of a creative 
agency, to which I responded, “Well, 
just think of how much better you will 
do with our assistance.” 
 The campaign we developed ran for 
over three years. On the initial launch 
of the direct mail program they realized 
a 44% increase in the response rate 
compared with previous campaigns. 
The “crow du jour” looked delightful.



Stories are the creative 
conversion of life itself 
into a more powerful, 
clearer, more meaningful 
experience. They are the 
currency of human 
contact.  robert mckee 

Check out riordondesign.com for other stories in the making.

http://www.riordondesign.com

