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Praise for Strategic Storytelling


“This is an important book, one that you’ll benefit from for years to come. Highly recommended.”

Seth Godin, author of This is Marketing




“This book will enable you to tell the right story, at the right time, to the right audience, to deliver the right outcome.”

Paul Propster, Chief Story Architect, NASA/JPL STORY office




“Through this book, Anjali helps leaders amplify their voices for bigger impact. This book is for everyone who wants to make their voices heard in the most compelling and authentic way. Anjali’s approach to strategic storytelling not only magnifies meaning to each communication but also joins individual values to organizational mission, inspires trust, and connects dreams to reality. This book is also for those who may be worried that they will lose themselves in over-engineering or be over-strategic in their storytelling. Your readers will not lose their voices, but instead will find their voices.”

Noom Poovarawan, ACC, Director at Airbnb, ex-Google, ICF-Certified Coach, Fulbright Scholar




“In this book Anjali has demystified storytelling in the corporate world. Strategic Storytelling makes a compelling case on why some stories drive your success at work and others don’t. Very easy to read with use of simple vocabulary. Perfect for a busy corporate professional.”

C. S. Chua, President and Managing Director at Infineon Technologies




“Before I met Anjali, I considered storytelling just as something casual and not something to be used in a corporate setting. I have now realized how Strategic Storytelling can be an extremely powerful tool for any leader in delivering their messages and capturing the heart and mind of their audience. This book encapsulates everything I have learned from Anjali, the master storyteller!”

Pandai Othman, MD/CEO at Malaysia Marine & Heavy Engineering




“Strategic Storytelling is an excellent guide for anyone wanting to be successful in the corporate world. Anjali has done a masterful job of making stories relevant to the corporate professionals. I loved that the book doesn’t just talk about the importance of storytelling but also has beautiful stories.”

Cher Whee Sim, Vice President, Global Talent Acquisition, Mobility and Immigration at Micron Technology




“The corporate world understood the power of storytelling some time ago. However, it is not just storytelling but strategic storytelling that sets you up for success. In this book, Anjali has shared brilliant lessons on making your stories strategic and impactful to your audience.”

Grace Kerrison, Head of Sales Solutions—APAC at LinkedIn




“This book is a must-read for anyone leading a meaningful change, whether in their organizations or their personal lives. I have seen transformative results from storytelling in my work with Anjali and I am delighted to now have this invaluable resource that simplifies and demystifies storytelling.”

Rahil Hasan, Vice President, Learning, Development, and Wellbeing at Micron Technology




“Having personally worked with Anjali on a large Digital Transformation Project back in 2016, I have firsthand experienced the power of storytelling in making a change happen in an organization. In her book, Strategic Storytelling, Anjali masterfully captures the storytelling insights that any corporate professional can use to drive their success”

Laurent Filipozzi, General Manager at STMicroelectronics
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Preface

There are four dead bodies lying in a row.

What’s happened? Not one, not two, but all four plant workers were dead. Had some evil supernatural power been at play? Some wondered.

No. The reason for the four deaths was as scientific as it can get.

It happened at a liquefied natural gas plant. It was a normal working day with 5,000 workers on-site wearing hard hats and bright-colored overalls. They were all busy catching up with their work.

In one corner of the plant site, a worker—let’s call him Rahim—was welding a 60-inch pipe. To give you some perspective, a 60-inch pipe is so huge a human can walk into it. And then for whatever reason Rahim went inside the pipe.

Some suspected Rahim wanted to inspect the weld from inside. Nevertheless, no one thought too much about his decision to go inside the pipe. Each of them continued with their respective duties for the day.

After a while some of the coworkers noticed an unusual amount of time had passed. Rahim was still inside the pipe.

Concerned about the safety of his coworker, another worker went inside the pipe to have a look. Mind you, as per safety procedures, no one should go into a confined space like a pipe without a special permit and, in some cases, breathing equipment. But in the panic to work out what had happened to Rahim, he went in and never came out again.

By this time, a crowd had started to build on-site, and people were getting worried. In the worry, panic, and stress, a third worker went inside the pipe. Unfortunately, just like the other two workers, he didn’t come out either.

A dear friend of one of the workers inside the pipe had heard what had happened and wanted to save his friend. In his eagerness to save his friend, he dashed toward the pipe. The crowd tried to stop him, but he was a large man who used his strength to push people aside. Sadly, he made his way through into the pipe.

And guess what? He too never came out! One after the other, they all never came out of the pipe that tragic day.

It was a crisis overtaken by panic and a complete lack of control, calm, and consensus among the bystanders on what was the right thing to do. What seemed like the most obvious thing to do was to go inside the pipe and help, but in this case the obvious was not the right thing to do.

Eventually, the site supervisor and staff with proper safety and breathing equipment went into the pipe. What they saw was beyond anyone’s comprehension or imagination.

They saw four dead bodies lying in a row.

A normal process while welding a pipe is to flow inert gas onto the area being welded. This shields the weld from oxygen and water vapor to ensure the quality of the weld. Inert gas has no oxygen.

When the workers went inside, they inhaled inert gas without any oxygen, asphyxiated, and collapsed. If Rahim and the other workers had followed the safety protocol, they would have taken the breathing equipment with them, and events would have turned out drastically different.

The same evening the site construction manager did a postmortem of the incident—a big American guy nicknamed “Wild Bill.” He was a true Texan cowboy who had a larger-than-life personality. He was choking on his tears as he addressed the workers.

Finally, he managed to clear his throat, summoning just enough strength to speak for a few seconds: “My job tonight is to knock on the door of this guy’s house and tell his seven-year-old son his dad is not coming home. You don’t want my job.”

That day, I learned a lesson for life. If 5,000 workers come on-site, it’s my job to make sure 5,000 people come off-site the same day. I don’t want to lose a single person.

So, the safety of my team is the most important thing for me. As their leader, their friend, and the person entrusted by their family to take care of their safety. There are no compromises, no excuses, no cutting corners, no explanations, and no justifications when it comes to safety protocols. Safety comes first, always.

* * *

This story was told by a client of mine to his team members in 2014 as he stepped into his new role as plant head. Years later, this story remains one of the best stories I have helped my client find, curate, and tell to make a desired change happen. The desired change in this case was to ensure that the site workers didn’t just say, “Safety comes first,” but practiced it, too. This is a common challenge in high-risk working environments.

With my client’s permission, I captured this story in a blog and shared it on my social channels. As expected, it garnered a lot of love. This story became so popular in the organization that in the subsequent years, while I was working with different departments of the same company, people would come and tell me the story they had read in a blog doing the rounds, unaware that the blog was authored by me. I smiled and enjoyed the popularity of the story.

My client leveraged the power of this story by telling it several times. The emotional gravitas of the story had the audience in tears every time. The audience could imagine their families suffering if they failed to follow the safety protocols in their high-risk working environments. And, most importantly, the emotion embedded in the story moved people into taking action.

My client’s powerful storytelling not only made the desired change happen but also drove his own success in the organization. I often heard his name being touted as an inspirational leader in the company. This story, with its high pull factor, became a springboard to his success.

It’s a remarkable story.

As Seth Godin has taught us, remarkable means something worthy of being remarked at. In the process of remarking we spread the story.

But are remarkable stories always the best stories for the corporate world?

The Danger of Remarkable Stories

The danger with this story lies in its remarkability. Yes, you read that right, the danger. After becoming aware of this story, it is natural for us to want to use it to make the point that “safety comes first.” We want to replicate my client’s success for ourselves. What we see and comprehend is success with this story for my client and we desire the same success. But hang on, there’s more to storytelling than just telling a good story, in this case a remarkable story.

The reason my client was successful with his storytelling was not just because he had a remarkable story to tell. It was also because it was a strategic choice for the settings where he was telling it and because he had a deep understanding of whom he was telling the story to.

Let’s explore whether this same remarkable story would always have the same impact, regardless of where or to whom it was told. Imagine you are responsible for the safety of a plant. The only way you can resolve an anticipated safety issue is by shutting the plant down for a week, upgrading the machinery, and at the same time running programs to make sure all the factory workers are aware of the safety protocols associated with the use of the newly installed gear. You strongly feel that an upgrade is required in terms of both machinery and staff knowledge. You go to your boss and tell this story to make a point—safety comes first. You confidently expect to be given permission to shut the plant for a week. But that doesn’t happen: Most likely your boss will say, “Find another way. We can’t shut the plant down.” You walk out of that boardroom feeling defeated. You thought you had a great story, so why did you get this response?

At this stage, if you are thinking that the boss would never respond in that way, most likely, you have never worked in a plant. Keep reading, I will shortly respond to this thought surfacing in your mind.

Back to why did you get this response? It may have something to do with …

Getting the Right Emotion to Build Connection

A human-centric story purely built on emotion isn’t wrong, but it’s not enough on its own to drive the change we want in corporate boardrooms. My point isn’t that emotion has no role to play in such settings. The key here is not to strip the story of emotions, but to use these emotions to find the motivation, build resonance, create connection with the audience in question, and move people to take the right action.

If you read the last line, but didn’t really connect with it, fret not, you are like most corporate professionals who are inundated with words like motivation, resonance, connection, and action. The overuse of these meaningful words has led to them being ignored. I promise, I will explain each of these shortly. They are not only meaningful but also important for your corporate success.

Back to Your Boss

Although your boss is human, they also have the responsibility of dealing with the practicalities of running the business. Businesses have to make profits, though, granted, not at the cost of human lives: They do have to do well as well as do good.

If you were to walk into the boardroom with the aim of influencing your boss on the matter of the plant closure using this strategic story, your focus shouldn’t be just on what happened to the four workers. You will also need to share what could potentially happen to the reputation and profitability of the organization if nothing was done to resolve the anticipated safety issues.

Your success will lie in getting your boss to imagine the front page of a newspaper with headlines showing her resignation because of the negligence and losses which have occurred.

Some of you may say, “Of course the bosses will allow the shutting down of the plant to make it safe again with just the story of the four workers. The boss is human, after all, and there’s absolutely no need to position the story in a way that shows the negative consequences on organizational reputation and profitability.”

But we don’t have to search for too long to find examples from other industries that prove that disasters of such nature take place despite warnings. Where the management knew that, if they didn’t do something, people’s lives could be at risk. The reason the people in power do nothing is because the story in their head is “We can’t risk profitability or desired outcomes because a safety issue may occur.”

Janet Oshiro, Environment, Health and Safety Program Manager at Google, asserts that safety initiatives often interfere with the larger goals of an organization. Safety is a long-term investment that demands time, effort, and monetary investment for the necessary controls to be implemented. The story that people tell themselves is, “Nothing bad will happen to us. So why make these investments?”

That is where storytelling can help, influence, and inspire better decisions. But not just any storytelling, because that would lead to you becoming a storytelling victim.

Storytelling Victims

I come across many corporate professionals who have become victims of storytelling, for all that’s been written on the subject. They know stories have the power to engage, influence, and inspire, yet this is only half the lesson of storytelling.

For close to two decades, we have made the case for storytelling in business. The existing literature of business storytelling has done a great job of explaining why stories should be told and how they should be told. Yet there’s a huge gap when it comes to discussing who the storytelling is for in the corporate world.

It’s this gap that has created storytelling victims. Corporate professionals who tell stories find themselves saying the following after their attempt at storytelling:


	“I told a story and my boss said, ‘Get to the point!’”

	“I told a story, and my colleague said, ‘What exactly do you want me to do?’”

	“I built a robust narrative but couldn’t get employees to embrace the change. As a result, I didn’t get the new role I was hoping to get.”



However, there’s a solution …


Strategic Storytelling

The solution goes beyond just storytelling. It is called strategic storytelling. A strategic story, built with immense focus on whom the story is for, has the power to change storytelling outcomes for both individuals and organizations.

This type of storytelling ensures you understand the worldviews of your audience better than they do themselves. The word strategic is often perceived as doing something clever and smart but when I decided to call this book Strategic Storytelling my intention was simply to make this crucial point: Only when you have a deep understanding of your audience(s) can you develop the right story.

In this book, being strategic has less to do with being clever and more to do with understanding the worldviews of your audiences.

The world of consumer marketing has done a great job of deepening our understanding of the worldviews of audiences and shaping stories to make a connection. Think of that shampoo commercial which shows a young woman radiating confidence because her hair is so shiny, silky, and smooth. The marketing storyteller understands that the product isn’t just meant to improve someone’s hair, but to give them confidence. But somehow the corporate world has not yet embraced the lessons at scale, available to them when it comes to internal communication purposes:


	We keep telling stories which don’t resonate with our audience and therefore we don’t get an action.

	The current style of storytelling practiced in the corporate world is heavily influenced by social media, and this doesn’t work.

	Many of us are made to believe that it’s only when we have a leadership role that we can tell stories, but that’s far from truth.



The current mess in corporate storytelling is a result of the fact that we don’t start with the right question: Who is storytelling for? This is the point I want to make, and this is the story I want to tell. However, If you diligently ask, “Who is storytelling for?” you will prioritize a story that resonates over a story that is remarkable.

Who Is This Book For?

It’s only fair, in the light of the question above, that I make it clear who this book is for, too.

In essence, it’s for corporate professionals. I want every story I share in this book to make you say, “Now I understand my problem.” I want your heart to beat a little faster. I want your eyes to light up and for you to act in a different way—by telling stories that can drive your success. Not just any old stories but strategic stories that have the power to give you the next promotion, role, or responsibility you have always wanted. There’s only one thing I am interested in achieving through this book—your success.

And your success is just a strategic story away.

My hope is that when you are successful with storytelling, you will be in a position to do things to make the planet and society better, too. Only then can we make the real change happen.

Con un abrazo muy fuerte

Anjali
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