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Creating a Core Competence in Leadership Storytelling

Stephen Denning
Summary: Leadership storytelling is emerging as a core competence for all organizational leaders in the 21st Century organization.,
In 2001, when organizations began inviting me to coach their managers on leadership storytelling, I often found that the workshop would be held discreetly, almost in the dark of night, usually organized by a manager who was a storytelling enthusiast, sometimes under a vague label such as “Strategic Change Management”. It was as if the object was to conceal the connection to storytelling and ensure that the Chief Financial Officer didn’t find out that the firm was spending money on anything so irrelevant and ephemeral. 

The caution was not unwarranted. “Soft.” “Fuzzy.” “Squishy.”  “Emotional.” ”Fluffy”. “Anecdotal.” “Irrational.” Those were just some of the terms that traditional managers would hurl at storytelling at that time.
More recently, the scene looks very different.  That’s because smart managers have been asking themselves: “Do we need people who can communicate compellingly and engagingly and inspire staff and clients to embrace change with enduring enthusiasm?” And the answer is: “Yes, as a matter of fact, we do.” 

Then the next question is: “How many of those people do we need?” And in many firms, particularly firms offering high-end professional services, the answer is: “Everyone! We need everyone in the whole organization to have that capability.” 
And there’s a hard financial reason behind the answer: for firms, in a world of deep, rapid and pervasive change, it’s tough to think of anything that could have a bigger, immediate impact on a firm’s bottom line than a capacity to communicate difficult change messages compellingly to staff and to clients.

Then the discussion moves on to: “Well, if the capacity to communicate compellingly is so important to our bottom line, what are we doing about it? Why aren’t we approaching this systematically? What would be involved in creating this capacity?” Obviously, improving communications isn’t about developing ever longer decks of mind-numbing PowerPoint slides. Even a cursory review of journals such as Harvard Business Review, reveals that compelling communications have always involved storytelling.

So now what we see is the following. In some cases, the firm starts with the CEO and the senior leadership team—now including the Chief Financial Officer—and begins to establish a basic competence in leadership storytelling in this group, before working systematically down through the rest of the organization. In other cases, the firm starts with the formal leadership program and introduces storytelling as a basic component for all the up-and-coming leaders. Still other firms take the people involved in grappling with some intractable business challenge where the stakes are very high and train them on leadership storytelling. And some firms are doing “all of the above”.

As a result, leadership storytelling is moving out of the shadows and into the mainstream of business management today. To take full advantage of this development, managers need to give attention to four aspects.
1. Figuring Out What’s Involved
If managers are to get business benefits from leadership storytelling, they need to understand how and why business narrative works, in what respects it differs from entertainment storytelling, and what are the specific high-value applications for their particular business. They need to be aware of the pitfalls that lie ahead for unsophisticated storytelling initiatives and know how to avoid those pitfalls. They need to be conscious of various prevalent myths about leadership storytelling: see the Sidebar “Some Myths about Leadership Storytelling.” 
For instance, a frequent mistake is to propose introducing storytelling without being clear as to what purposes it will be used for. Another is to imagine that leadership storytelling requires the capacity to be a raconteur, regaling their audiences with lengthy, “well-told stories”, including the sights and the sounds and the smells of the context where the story is taking place; in reality, leadership storytelling usually involves streamlined stories that succinctly make a powerful point.
Participating in a workshop is often a key step in getting started. This can help to identify and implement some quick wins, form an initial nucleus of enthusiasts who can help spread the word and fine-tune the specific role that leadership storytelling can best play in that particular organization.
2. Introducing the Basics of Leadership Storytelling 

A second dimension is to start nurturing a capability in leadership storytelling in all managers and staff having any kind of leadership responsibility. It involves at a minimum developing in key staff (a) a capacity to craft stories so as to communicate complex new ideas and spark enthusiastic buy-in from subordinates, supervisors, colleagues or clients and (b) developing a capacity to perform those stories in various settings with a certain leadership presence. This involves a capacity to present any change idea in a way that goes beyond the standard left-brain rational approach: “Let me give you all the reasons why you’d be stupid not to do what I am saying”.
The learning is not simply about telling a story. It includes a broader concept of narrative intelligence where participants learn how to understand the subjective world of their audiences so that the stories that they can craft will resonate, and so that they become adept at operating in the quicksilver world of interacting narratives. 
3. Creating An Advanced Narrative Capacity to Enable Big Wins
In many firms, it will also pay off to go deep as well as broad. Once a significant section of relevant managers and staff have acquired a basic competence in leadership storytelling, the firm can move on to develop a more advanced narrative capability in senior staff  to handle more complex business challenges. This can include:

· Organizations that want to win more business: Nowhere is the power of storytelling more directly relevant to business success than in face-to-face encounters with clients who are about to decide whether to hire the firm. Even minor improvements in capability this arena have immediately bottom-line impact, as well as long-run gains in terms of reputation and brand.
· Organizations that want clients to implement their ideas: The success of firms delivering professional services depends ultimately not just on whether they keep getting new work, but also on whether their ideas get successfully implemented. This means ensuring that their clients have the capacity to communicate compellingly and engagingly to their staff and clients.
· Organizations that want to accelerate innovation: This often means creating a culture of ideas, involving a deeper understanding of how innovations are created, and of how they can be communicated more compellingly. To embrace the unexpected idea, firms have to live in and work in a more experimental environment, and use narrative to strengthen the value of courage.

· Organizations that want to energize their brand: How does the organization transmit excitement and energy within the firm to outside clients and customers? How does a firm establish and strengthen its reputation in the marketplace as an organization that creates experiences of delight? Narrative can play a decisive role.
· Organizations that want to develop high performance teams: While management techniques can never by themselves generate the passion and excitement of genuine high-performance teams, advance narrative techniques are well-adapted to the purpose.

· Organizations that need leaders who can manage clever people: Smart organizations know that it is a myth to think that clever people don’t want good leaders. They realize that clever people want responsive leaders who can inspire enthusiasm for a cause, not command-and-control managers who limit creativity and stifle consideration of productive alternative.
After establishing specific priorities, a firm needs to identify the senior staff who are responsible for responsible for handling those issues and do what is necessary for them to acquire the relevant advanced communication skills. 

The specific aspect of narrative being learned will depend on the type of business challenge being faced. 

Internally, it will involve learning how to use story as a way of creating a work context that goes beyond, “Here’s the business problem, and here’s the solution,” a context in which staff feel energized and vibrantly alive, a setting where staff are excited to contribute and willing to take risks, a context where minds buzz with ideas and creativity, a workplace where staff learn from experience and share their learning with each other. Participants need to learn how to use the power of story to catalyze the passion, energy and excitement that characterize such groups.
Externally, it may include showing participants how to use story to transmit the excitement of the internal climate externally to clients, so that they too become champion communicators and leaders of change. It will involve developing the capacity to create meetings that clients look forward to as the best meeting they’re likely to have all day. Clients should sense that they are getting the most provocative and innovative ideas in sessions that they will enjoy, sessions that constitute an engaging, stimulating experiences.
4. Institutional support for narrative competence 
To institutionalize leadership storytelling as a permanent core competence, adjustments to structures and processes may be needed. 
This may include (a) modeling the competence by top management on a daily basis; (b)  reviewing whether the firm is recruiting and promoting people who are adept at developing narrative competence? (c) reviewing whether the implicit practices in the culture are inhibiting more unproductive ways of communicating. 
Sidebar #1: Some Myths of Leadership Storytelling 


Myths of cynicism about storytelling:
· Storytelling is irrelevant to business performance. 
· Storytelling is a rare skill in which relatively few human beings excel.
· Clever people don’t want to be led.
Myths of over-enthusiasm for storytelling:
· The more storytelling we do, the better. 

· The goal is to establish a storytelling culture. 

· The main challenge is to get people together and get them telling stories.
Myths of “one size fits all”:
· Leadership storytelling is mainly about mastering the well-told story. 
· A well-made story is effective, regardless of the purpose for which the story is being told. 
· Storytelling is an ancient art that hasn’t changed much in several thousand years. 
Sidebar #2: Leadership Storytelling: Why Now?
The rise of transformational leadership and leadership storytelling has occurred at this time through the convergence of irresistible socioeconomic forces: accelerating economic and social change in the global economy, the imperative for ever faster innovation, the emergence of global networks of partners, the rapidly growing role of intangibles, the increasing ownership of the means of production by knowledge workers, the escalating power of customers in the marketplace, and the burgeoning diversity in both the workplace and marketplace—all these forces imply a vastly more important role for the capacity to mobilize people behind change in the immediate future. 
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