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Stories are scientifically proven to increase engagement and retention in 
the listener. Stories used in business are particularly effective in high-stakes 
presentations, particularly if the goal of the presentation is to influence 
another person.

This white paper explains how the brain reacts to hearing a story and how that 
reaction increases the likelihood of engaging in and remembering the story 
content. It also provides insight and tools for using story in business settings. 
The Story Structure ModelTM will equip presenters with a framework for 
developing engaging, interesting, and memorable presentations.
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Put simply, stories 
engage people in a 
way that standard 
presentations cannot.

The Science of Story

In 1871, a saloon owner named James Ritty had 
a problem—his employees were stealing money 
from customers. As a small business owner, every 
cent collected was important, but he had no way 
of knowing for certain just how many cents his 

employees pocketed. One night, when talking to his 
brother Ernest about his problem, they came up with 
a plan. Ernest was a mechanic, and he helped Ritty 
create “Ritty’s Incorruptible Cashier.” The machine 
accurately recorded the number and cost of individual 
sales. Use of the “Incorruptible Cashier” dramatically 
increased Ritty’s revenue and business success.

Though this may be the first time you’ve heard the story of the origin 
of the cash register, you probably won’t forget it. Or at least you’re 
much more likely to remember it because it was told as a story rather 
than a set of bullet points or in another equally boring, information-
based form.

Your brain is wired to become more active when reading or hearing 
a story, so you’re more likely to remember what you read or hear. 
Storytelling has been a primary mode of communication for more than 
25,000 years, starting with cave dwellers and paintings. Information-
based communication is a more recent invention, and our brains 
process it differently than the stories we have been telling for millennia. 

When listening to a PowerPoint lecture, two areas of the brain are 
active: Broca’s area and Wernicke’s area. These are our language 
processing centers, which decode words into meaning. Nothing else 
happens after that—we make meaning and we move on. 

When listening to a story, any part of the brain that would 
be used in actually experiencing the story are activated. 
For example, if a storyteller talks about how something 
feels, it activates the sensory cortex. If emotions are 
included in the story, the insula, a part of the brain that 
interprets emotion, activates. This means that storytelling 
activates more of the brain than an information-based 
communication method.

Another way to think about this phenomenon is that 
stories engage both sides of the brain. The narrative facts 
in the story trigger the left side of the brain—the side that 
uses logic and reason. Stories bring in description and 
emotion, which triggers the right side of the brain—the side 
that involves emotions. Because both sides of the brain are 
engaged at the same time, the story is memorable. 

The London School of Business 
demonstrated that  STORY                                 
improves retention.  

Using a story with characters, description, 
and emotion increases retention to 

60% to 75%.

Adding a 
picture to the 
statistics or 
facts increases 
retention to 25%.

If information is 
presented as neutral 
statistics or facts, 
people retain 

5% to 10% 

of the presentation.
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An engaging 
presentation 
does not happen 
by accident. 

STORIES
• provide context for a call to action

• offer reasons to take a desired action

• show how actions can lead to a desired outcome

• allow the audience to experience a presentation 
 rather than just hear it

• build a level of confidence and trust in the presenter

The Business of Story
Communication skills are a professional necessity across industries. 
Today, people are more educated, aware, and insightful than ever 
before. They also have less time and energy to spend listening to 
presentations. So it’s critical to have a variety of skills and techniques 
for presenting efficiently and effectively. One of the most effective 
communication techniques used in presentations is storytelling.

Stories are so effective in a business setting 
because they disrupt the human tendency to 
argue. Most people have a built-in tendency 
to start forming a counterargument when 
they hear another person express a point 

of view. Using story disrupts that instinct. It disables defensiveness 
by engaging people in creating a picture about what’s going on in the 
story. Listeners tend to focus on what will happen next, rather than 
building a response to the person telling the story. When used during 
presentations, story allows presenters to guide audiences through an 
entire idea without contending with objections or counterarguments.

Stories are particularly effective for:

• Sales presentations and AEC interviews. In high-stakes 
presentations, it is critical that presenters differentiate themselves 
from the competition. Story helps a presenter share information 
about a product or company in an engaging, interesting, and 
memorable way. The presenter can create both logical and 
emotional connections to the product or service that are stronger 
than purely logical reasoning. 

• Presentations meant to influence or change the 
thinking or behavior of the audience. Story structure can 
be used to create a compelling case for change, outline the actions 
needed to make the change, and explain how the change will be 

better. Emotion and description 
connect the audience to the 
concepts in the story. Often a story 
is more persuasive because it 
draws on both the logical thinking 
and emotional reasoning of the 
audience.
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Story Structure ModelTM

Story structure provides a framework for developing engaging, 
interesting, and impactful presentations. It can help presenters 
connect with their audience in a memorable way. 

Note: In business terms, Beginning, Middle, and End can be expressed as Problem, Solution, and Outcome.

NOT-SO-HAPPY
BEGINNING

HAPPY ENDING!
B- E+M

THE ACTION IN 
THE MIDDLE

MC
MAIN CHARACTER

CHALLENGE OUTCOMEVALUE

HERO

Main Character (MC)
Who the story is about. 
Someone the audience 
cares about who will be 
in the Beginning and 
End of the story. 

Beginning (–B) 
A problematic 
situation from 
the MC, typically 
accompanied by 
negative emotion(s).

Middle (M)
The action required 
for the MC to reach 
a happier End, like 
a bridge from the 
Beginning to the End.

End (+E)
A better situation 
for the MC, 
typically associated 
with positive 
emotion(s).

Hero (H)
Whoever performs 
the action that 
helps the MC 
reach the +E.
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Architecture, 
Engineering, and 
Construction (AEC) 
Case Studies
Note: Case study firms remain unnamed to protect client confidentiality 
and their strategic advantage.

It’s Not About Us
A national architecture firm had a recurring problem in 
interviews—the presenters came across as “arrogant.” 
They were strong in their selling points but received 
consistent feedback that they seemed “stuck on themselves” 
and lacked humility. 

In their next project interview, the presenters focused on 
building stories around the potential client as the Main 
Character. Rather than using their impressive track record 
as designers as the focus of the interview, they included 
examples to show understanding of each client’s challenges, 
historical examples of solving similar problems, and evidence 
of successfully reaching similar goals. 

The firm won the project using this story approach. In the 
debrief the new client feedback about the presentation 
style was the opposite of previous feedback: “You were so 
clearly about us, with plenty of examples and evidence to 
demonstrate how you’d help us achieve our goals.”

What’s Our Point?
A regionally powerful 
construction manage-
ment firm was pursuing 
a project that was 
essentially “theirs to lose.” 
The firm had worked with 
the prospect before, had a 
strong track record doing 
the type of work it was vying 
for, and the expert team 
had strong relationships. 
Though insider information 
confirmed that they were the team to beat, 
they were not awarded the project. Feedback 
from the Selection Committee said they 
failed to make any clear and tangible points 
compared to the winning team, which clearly 
articulated a point of view.

At the next interview, the construction 
manager and team set out to present 
their point of view as a story, instead of 
simply “talking about the project.” They 
formatted each section of the presentation 
to include a potential risk (Beginning) and 

goal (End). Between each risk and goal, 
the team presented actions, insights, and 
recommendations (Middle). This strategy 
provided forward momentum in each section 
and illustrated how the recommendations 
would help the prospect move away from 
risks toward the goal they desired. 

Not only did the story-structured approach 
allow the firm to keep the Selection 
Committee listening, it clarified the distinct 
point of view that the firm’s approach 
represented. They were awarded the project.
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Our Team Had the Best Answers
A well-established engineering firm was on a losing 
streak in interviews, which was affecting the bottom 
line. Facing a very important interview, the biggest problem 
was that all shortlisted firms were strikingly similar, 
plus the project was straightforward enough that limited 
opportunities existed to differentiate the approach. Knowing 
that they would not be the lowest bidder of the three firms, the 
presenters feared that a “discussion-based interview” would 
reveal that each bidder had essentially the same answers. The 
lowest bidder would most likely win the project.

With some training around “story-structured questions and 
answers (Q&A),” this team learned that most answers are 
Middles in story structure. Middles describe actions taken 
by the Main Character to get to a happier ending. A mock 
Q&A demonstrated that most answers were mere action 

steps, with little context. Story was used as 
a real-time structuring tool. The interview 
team created lists of questions and practiced 
answering as storytellers instead of detail-heavy 
information providers. They quickly learned 
that every action step could be paired with a 
corresponding problem (which is a Beginning) 
as well as success criteria, or goal state (which 
is an End). And with any question, someone 

experienced that problem and desired the goal, making them 
the Main Character. 

Because of their practice sessions, the interview team was 
able to provide story context. Compared to the theoretical 
and cerebral answers competitors provided, the team came 
across as are more fluid and understandable. Identifying the 
Main Character showed they knew who was impacted by 
each of the prospective client’s questions, and the inclusion 
of Beginning and End elements demonstrated empathy 
for problems and shared excitement for desired outcomes. 
While the engineering firm said, “We have the same answers 
the other teams have,” their new client said, “Your 
answers to our questions were qualitatively better 
than any other firm.” The client was able to differentiate 
between the competing firms because of the power of story. 

Because of their 
practice sessions, 
the interview 
team was able 
to provide story 
context.
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