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Introduction
Stories are how we learn best. We absorb numbers and facts and details, but 
we keep them all glued into our heads with stories.

— CHRIS BROGAN, AUTHOR, MARKETING CONSULTANT, JOURNALIST, SPEAKER

Join the sensibility of today’s industry giants who are renouncing slidezilla-
type, data-laden PowerPoint monsters (and their clones). Instead, they’re 
energizing audiences with storyopia. Storyopia, like utopia, represents the 

ideal. It’s the ideal story that takes audiences on a journey from what is to what 
could be. Storyopia will make your audience feel like heroes and will lead to amaz-
ing results for them and for you. Your audience will see your presentation as per-
sonal, and you’ll become a valuable resource.

This book will help you develop your own tales of adventure that will take your 
audiences on journeys to greatness through your insights, leadership, and story-
telling, coaxing their brains into thinking they’re experiencing the incidents 
themselves. And they’re right there with you — engaged. Whether your presenta-
tion is in person, virtual, or hybrid and whether it’s streaming or zooming into the 
metaverse, it all starts with storyopia. Then a storyboard maps it all out with what 
to tell and what to show.

About This Book
This book is the culmination of my many years of exploring the art of storytelling. 
I cherry-picked from an enormous body of the greatest raconteurs of all time — 
from Aesop to Lincoln to Jobs and others. Their quotes and stories are filtered 
throughout this book. Thus, the pages are somewhat like a big-picture briefing of 
storytelling in presentations — from preparation to presentation to a standing 
ovation. Here’s a quick overview of what you’ll find and where:

Part 1: Martians, Stories, and Heroes

Your presentations are stories. They have a beginning, a middle, and an end — 
that’s a story. This part introduces you to the art of storytelling. It shows how your 
audiences can be heroes just like the heroes you read about in the news, fiction, 
and real-life situations.
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Part 2: Nuts ’n’ Bolts

This critical part takes you through the process of understanding your audience, 
starting strong, ending with a bang, and bringing your presentation to life with 
storytelling and storyboarding. It will help you pinpoint what you want your 
audience to do, think, learn, or feel.

Part 3: Adding Flourishes

This part shows you how slides can enhance your presentation with visuals when 
they speak more loudly than words. It also discusses how to kick handbooks and 
workbooks up a notch, how to write and present a stellar bio, and how to prepare 
and use evaluation forms.

Part 4: It’s Showtime

When you get to this part, you’re ready to take your show on the road. Find out 
how to be poised when presenting bad news and fielding difficult questions. 
Understand how to talk with a diverse audience. Journey with ease from the 
in-person world to the virtual world.

Part 5: Specialized Presentations

This part embodies specialized presentations from structuring a session, acing 
executive briefings, delivering a paper at a conference, and presenting someone 
else’s content to make it your own.

Part 6: The Part of Tens

This part is a Dummies classic. You’ll find tips for combatting stage fright, becoming 
more relatable, being interactive, and learning reasons presentations fail (with 
solutions so yours won’t).

Part 7: Appendixes

Here’s a checklist that will guide you from your presentation to preparing for a 
standing O, as well as a glossary of terms.

As you read through this book, you’ll notice that each chapter abounds with best 
practices, including the following:

 » Storyopia Archives are real-life accounts that I or others have experienced — 
all ending with the lesson learned.

 » Visuals in each chapter enhance the narrative as well as stand alone when 
they speak louder than words.

 » Each chapter opens with a quote that ties into the theme of that chapter.  
In addition to stories, quotes are one of several suggestions for openings  
to make presentations engaging from the get-go.
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 » Strong headlines and subheads give key information at a glance. They grab 
attention and provide a quick overview of the section.

Foolish Assumptions
I try not to make assumptions because everyone knows what happens when you 
ass-u-me. So, rather than making any foolish assumptions, I looked through my 
crystal ball and discovered that you probably fit into one of these categories. 
You’re . . .

 » On the verge of closing a major contract and need a compelling presentation 
to seal the deal.

 » New in the job market and are making your first nail-biting presentation.

 » Presenting a revised budget to executive-level managers that will have a 
negative impact on the bottom line.

 » Looking for a consensus for a new idea.

 » Teaching hardware, software, or a new concept.

 » Applying for a large grant and your presentation will be the deciding factor.

 » Delivering a paper at a large conference, and this is your moment to shine.

 » Giving a presentation that was prepared by someone, and you want to make 
it your own.

 » Shaking like an unbalanced clothes dryer when you have to make a presentation.

Whatever your reason, you’ll want to wow your audience to ensure they heed your 
call to action and leave your presentation doing, thinking, feeling, or learning a 
pre-determined something.

Icons Used in This Book
Scattered throughout this book you’ll find icons in the margins to highlight valu-
able information that call for your attention. Here are the icons you’ll see and a 
brief description of each:

Grab your sleuth’s magnifying glass to scrutinize the Start-Up Brief and gather all 
the clues you can about your audience.
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The nagging little voice in your head that won’t let you forget anything, even if 
you try to ignore it like a pesky flying insect.

If I had a chance to speak with you personally, these are the things I’d say.

Find nifty tips that may be timesavers, frustration savers, lifesavers, or just about 
any other savers.

Avoid these pitfalls to save yourself headaches, heartburn, and humiliation.

Beyond the Book
Beyond this book is a Cheat Sheet I’ve prepared that will get you rewarded (not 
busted). Here’s what you’ll find when you go to www.dummies.com and type 
 Storytelling in Presentations For Dummies Cheat Sheet in the search box.

 » Guidelines to rock your next presentation

 » Avoiding the seven deadly slide sins

 » Starting on the right foot with the Start-Up Brief

This Cheat Sheet is available as a handy reference at all times. Keep a copy on your 
wall, computer, tablet, and smartphone. And share it with your team.

Where to Go from Here
I realize you won’t read it like a suspenseful mystery novel from cover to cover —  
but I strongly urge you to read Part II, Chapters 3-7 sequentially. These chapters 
offer the nuts ’n’ bolts for casting your audiences as heroes through  storytelling . . . 
bringing life to your presentations. For the remainder of the book, jump around to 
whatever topic interests you or applies to the presentation challenge you face. You 
may find something in one chapter that resembles something you read in another. 
(It’s not a memory lapse or sloppy editing.) It’s just that I don’t know where you’ll 
drop in, and there are certain things you shouldn’t miss.

From here, you’re on your way to becoming a presentation pro and giving top-
notch talks that make you and your audience heroes.

http://www.dummies.com


1Martians, 
Stories, and 
Heroes



IN THIS PART . . .

Create audience heroes with stories that sizzle, jettison 
slidezillas, use the story arc, and fire up your audience’s 
imagination.

Take audiences on storyopia journeys from what is to 
what can be, get pointers from the all-time storytelling 
greats, and realize that everyone has a story (yes, even 
you!).
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Chapter 1
Sizzle Your Presentations 
with Stories

If history were told in the form of stories, it would never be forgotten.
–RUDYARD KIPLING (ENGLISH WRITER, POET, AND STORYTELLER)

G 
ood storytelling can make your presentations sizzle in ways that slides 
can’t.

Whether you realize it or not, you’re already a storyteller. When you meet a friend, 
have dinner with family, or spend time with a colleague, you share small amuse-
ments and calamities of your day or week. It’s in our nature to tell stories and 
share our life’s events. And you probably use hyperboles (exaggerations) to make 
your stories more engaging — peppering them with statements such as, “I nearly 
died of embarrassment” or “My feet were killing me.” While this casual sharing 
is different from being in front of an audience, you do know how to tell stories. 
You have lots of them. After all, you started telling stories when you made bab-
bling sounds as a baby.

IN THIS CHAPTER

 » Sharpening your axe

 » Avoiding PowerPoint autopilot

 » Beginnings, middles, and endings

 » Storyopia to create audience heroes
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Storytelling Isn’t Just a Buzzword
Storytelling has existed for eons, and it’s more than a business buzzword. It’s the 
way get your point across memorably. Think of your presentation as a story. It has 
a beginning. It has a middle. It has an end. That’s a story! Aristotle is credited with 
having introduced this basic storytelling structure with his three-act plays.

 » The opening is the setup, laying out the plot.

 » The middle, which is typically the longest, introduces complications, twists, 
and turns.

 » The third act brings the production to a close.

Throughout your lifetime, you’ll likely give many types of formal and informal 
presentations: sales, educational, training, lectures, problem-solving, or simply a 
talk to a group for pleasure. Even giving toasts at weddings or delivering eulogies 
at funerals are types of presentations. They can all benefit from storytelling.

Storytelling Is Your Axe; Sharpen It
Abraham Lincoln is perhaps one of the best-known orators and storytellers of all 
time. He said, “Give me six hours to chop down a tree, and I will spend the first 
few sharpening the axe.” Relating that to presentations, when you spend the time 
to prepare compelling stories, your presentation will be relevant and memorable, 
and you’ll be able to chop through the clutter.

When you spend time planning properly, you’ll become a confident and influential 
presenter, and you’ll get the results and recognition you deserve — perhaps even 
get standing Os.

Whether presentations are live, virtual, or hybrid, they’re one of most effective 
business communication tools of our time. Strong presentation skills are a 
 hallmark of strong leaders and people who aspire to become leaders. When you 
want to be seen as a subject matter expert (SME) or knowledge source, a presen-
tation can showcase your skills and potential. Each time you pitch an idea, discuss 
solutions with a client, or interact with colleagues, you’re presenting your skills. 
This can lead to

 » Higher visibility

 » Improved confidence
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 » Better communication skills

 » Career growth

 » Extended networks

Setting the Stage
At the outset of my signature workshop, “Storytelling and Storyboarding: Build-
ing Blocks to Influential Presentations,” I divide the group into teams of two or 
three people and present the following scenario. (Although this may seem a little 
hokey, there’s a method to my madness, so please bear with me and give it a try.)

It’s the year 2050 and a group of Martians is scheduled to visit your facility. You plan to be 
at the space pad to greet them, but an important meeting has called you away. You know 
the Martians will be hungry after their long and arduous journey, and you’ll be out of the 
office when they arrive. So, you hire a driver to bring them to your location. You need to 
prepare a presentation teaching them to make something easy — a peanut butter and jelly 
sandwich. They do speak English.

Grab a pen or pencil and a sheet of paper and briefly show how you’d approach 
this.

Welcome back . . . Did you start with a slide presentation? If so, you’re in the major-
ity. Most participants spend 5-10 minutes outlining what would become a slide 
presentation. They begin by instructing the Martians to put down two slices of 
bread. Open the jar of peanut butter. Smear some on one of the bread slices, etc. 
On occasion, I’d overhear someone say, “I don’t think slides will work. Perhaps a 
video would work better.” While that’s insightful, few have thought through the 
details they take for granted when giving instructions. Here are just a few of the 
things you may take for granted:

 » Although the Martians speak English, would they necessarily know what 
peanut butter and jelly are? (We only understand the words we’ve been 
exposed to.)

 » Would they understand how to remove the lids from the jars? (Hmm. . . hit 
them with a sledgehammer?) If you said twist the lid, would that be clockwise 
or counterclockwise?

 » How should they spread the peanut butter? (With their fingers?) If you told 
them to smear the peanut butter with a knife, would they know how to use 
the knife safely without spewing blood?
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Then . . . once you’ve identified the level of detail you need to share, the next step 
is to identify the best means of communicating it. A live, interactive presentation 
would work best. If that’s not possible, a video could be a viable substitute.

When you’re faced with a presentation you need to prepare, sharpen your axe. 
Consider your audience and the best way to present. Think of relevant stories 
they’ll relate to. Chapter 3 offers a full discussion of knowing your audience and 
how to focus on their needs.

STORYOPIA ARCHIVES: PAIRING PEANUT 
BUTTER AND JELLY
The history of how peanut butter met jelly is a little uncertain, but one thing is for sure – 
they’re a match made in heaven and are meant to be together. In the early 1900s pea-
nut butter was a delicacy, bought and eaten only by the wealthy. At the time, peanut 
butter was frequently paired with pimento cheese, celery, cucumbers, and crackers.

Today’s beloved pairing of peanut butter and jelly (PB&J) were first mentioned in the 
Boston Cooking School Magazine of Culinary Science and Domestic Economics written 
by Julia Davis Chandler in 1901. But the impetus that took the PB&J sandwich over  
the top came after World War II and the Great Depression. Here’s the backstory:

PB&J were on the U.S. military ration menus in World War II. Peanut butter is high- 
protein, rich in vitamins, minerals, and fiber. Peanut butter also contains healthy fat,  
but the sweetness comes from the jelly’s sugar. These sandwiches were easy to pack for 
long marches and were yummy to eat due to the bread that holds this dynamic duo 
together. Thus, after the war, soldiers craved PB&J sandwiches, and they became an 
American standard.

This sandwich is so ubiquitous that in the U.S. the average schoolchild eats about 15,000 
PB&J sandwiches before the end of high school. (The growing number of kids with pea-
nut allergies, however, is now threatening the popularity of this lunchbox staple.)

Lesson learned: Getting back to Kipling’s quote, your story (or stories) can become part 
of your presentation’s history — making it unforgettable.
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Avoid Defaulting to Slides
Throughout this book I use the term slides to represent any presentation software.

Old habits die hard. When people hear the word “presentation,” most of them 
automatically plummet into the slide abyss. When you ask these same slide-abyss 
people to describe the last presentations they attended, they use words like boring, 
humdrum, uninteresting, waste of time, too many slides, too much text, no interaction, 
and other negative phrases.

Poll everywhere, real-time audience response software, estimates that . . .

 » 30 million PowerPoint presentations are shown each day.

 » 500 million people view PowerPoint presentations every day.

 » The average presentation lasts 4 hours.

 » The average slide has 40 words.

If you think slides don’t get in the way of good conversation, try showing a few at 
your next dinner party and see how well it goes over.

Eliminating slidezillas
Slidezillas are the presentation equivalents of Godzilla. Just as Godzilla is the tow-
ering, reptilian monster that plagued Japan, slidezillas are the data-laden tech-
nology monsters that plague audiences.

It’s the twenty-first century. Don’t continue inflicting boring, linear, static, text-
laden slides on your audiences. Every presentation should be a conversation — a 
sharing of information — with active participants (the audience) and a facilitator 
(you).

As mentioned in the introduction, industry giants such as Amazon, Google, Apple, 
Starbucks, Airbnb, Netflix, Zappos, Facebook, LinkedIn, GlaxoSmithKline, and 
others have banned slidezilla-type slides from their meetings. Their presenters 
must use a narrative (or conversational) format, which means talking WITH the 
audience, not AT them. Too many presenters use slides as teleprompters. They 
have their backs to the audience much of the time as they read from their slides. 
They may as well have sent the slides to the audience and stayed home.
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Whether your presentation is for training, fact finding, problem solving, brain-
storming, selling, building consensus, or takes the form of instructor-led, online, 
mobile, gamification, or microlearning — tell stories. Sharing stories allows you 
to establish a good flow of communication so your main message reaches the 
audience in a way that engages and drives the call to action.

Here are a few reasons why slide presentations are not effective:

 » Slides are a crutch for the presenter, not a learning tool for the audience.

 » They steal the limelight from the stars and heroes of the presentation — the 
audience.

 » Displaying words and graphics on a screen while speaking decreases engage-
ment, comprehension, and retention.

 » There’s always the risk of a technical glitch.

 » The audience may be reluctant to ask questions or provide their own valuable 
insights because they know the presentation must end in the allotted time.

Visual storytelling can be 
exceedingly powerful
Visual stories are not slidezillas. They’re stories communicated through visual 
content in the form of photographs, illustrations, slides, clip art, memes, jpgs, 
gifs, videos, charts, tables, graphs, infographics, word clouds, live demos, or 
more. The main goal of visual storytelling is to convey complex thoughts and 
emotions to hook the audience and drive storylines, emotions, and the call to 
action (CTA).

Why is visual storytelling so powerful? As humans, we’re visual creatures. Ninety 
percent of the information transmitted to ours brains is visual, so it’s no surprise 
that visual storytelling catches our attention in a way words can’t.

Add visual storytelling to your repertoire of stories. You can find out more about 
visual storytelling in Chapters 8 and 9.


