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There have been great
societies that did not use
the wheel, but there have
been no societies that did
not tell stories.

—Ursula K. LeGuin

We are lonesome animals. We spend all our
life trying to be less lonesome. One of our
ancient methods is o tell a story begaing the
listener to say — and to feel — “Yes, that’s
the way it is, or at least that's the way I feel

it. You're not as alone as you thought.”
b S The most effective

way to improve a
presentation is to get

Storytelling is the better content
most powerful way — sl T

to put ideas Into the

world today.

—Robert McKee
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Preface

I had been developing and using the ideas in this book for five years before
1 presented them for the first time in pubhc at the seventh annual Enterprise
Architecture Europe Conference in 2000. Between that first public showing
and the writing of this book, the content has been refined, tested, and
used to train hundreds of Microsoft employees and people in other major
organizations around the world.

In 2010, Nick offered to work on the book with me, and we soon invited
Mark to join us. Even at that point, this project almost didn't happen, As
we were conducting the market research, I found enough books with similar
content that I almost gave up. However, after talking with people who had
participated in my training courses I realized we had two very strong reasons
to write a book. Many books had a narrow focus on a particular skill set,
with very few covering the breadth of techniques, or explaining how to bring
all of these skills together in a repeatable process. Hardly any of the books
focused on the practical aspect, with worked examples to show how to apply
the concepts. Our aim is to keep the theory to a minimum and focus on the
practical. Eventually you may need those other books that dive deeper into
the details and the theory, but when the presentation needs doing and your
career is on the line, we believed a “get the job done” guide was needed.

Stories That Move Mountains is focused on one of the most common reasons
for presentations — the need to gain commitment from other people for a
change, proposal, or decision. Many presentations and communications are
made each day simply to educate the audience, but I know from many years
of trying to influence people that when you want the audience to make a
decision, or want to change their behavior, you have to work a lot harder.

This is a handbook for people who are ready to go beyond the usual
approach of presentation slides covered in bullet lists. This book is about
content, focusing on just what the audience needs to understand. It’s about
understanding your audience, and the reasons why they will be willing to act
on your proposal. It's about using stories to wrap your message in a way that
has influence and impact. And it’s about creating your content in the right
format for the situation.

From senior managers tasked with making decisions to call center operators
to the followers of 24-hour news shows, people today are constantly
overwhelmed with the data and information pushed at them. More and
more, we see that people do not have the time to read long text documents
and are bored with typical presentations. At the same time, we see too many
projects fail because the people involved have not committed to the changes
the project requites. In this book, we introduce you to a process that focuses
your message onto a single page, and from there build out to the appropriate
mix of formats to deliver a compelling visual story.

I know this process has worked for many hundreds of people already, and
from all three authors we hope you will find it useful and interesting. If you
have any questions, feedback, or examples you would like to share with us we
can be contacted through the book website or on our Facebook page.

—Martin Sykes

www.storiesthatmovemountains.com
www.facebook.com/storiesthatmovemountains
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Which is worse: repeatedly
performing a_flawed process,
learning about it without question,

or teaching it to others?

Ly

In business, and in life, we often repeat the same pattern: We learn flawed ideas,
we use them, and then we teach them to others. Usually, this is because our
underlying assumptions are incorrect, and since we don't like to question our
assumptions, we often repeat our mistakes.

What follows is a true story showing how a good idea can be killed by poor

communication and how tenaciously people can ﬁght to reject a good idea.

In the nineteenth century, free or low-cost maternity clinics were set up
across Europe to reduce infanticide and improve the practice of medicine.
This greatly appealed to poor women. In one unique institution, the Vienna
General Hospital, there were not one but two clinics for childbirth. Clinic One
used doctors, and Clinic Two used midwives. In the midwife clinic, on average,
about four percent of mothers died during labor. In the physician’s clinic, the
number was at least twice as high, and in some years, the death rate topped ten
percent. Something was amiss.



Dr. Ignaz Semmelweis, a young resident at the time, compared the practices at
the two clinics and, in 1847, suggested a reason for the difference between the
two. The doctors in Clinic One were studying anatomy by dissecting decaying
corpses and then walking directly into labor clinics to deliver babies without
washing their bands. The midwives in Clinic Two were not. He theorized that
something was being carried on the hands of the doctors. To prove his theory,
this young doctor introduced antiseptic hand washing in Clinic One. The
results: Infection rates dropped dramatically. Death rates dropped dramatically.

Semmelweis’s colleagues started to share his results with the medical
community, hoping to save thousands of lives. After all, this was great news!
The medical community responded by ridiculing his ideas

or misunderstanding him. After all, it couldn't be the

him to a mental institution, where he was beaten and then, ironicaﬂy, died of
an infection within two weeks of arriving at the institution. After his death, his
replacement as the head of the obstetric hospital of Pest, Hungary eliminated
hand washing. Death rates climbed tenfold. No one protested.

Practicing physicians continued to resist the idea that doctors should wash
their hands before performing a procedure for another 75 years! The evidence
was there, yet change was slow to come. What was missing?

Some scholars have suggested that Semmelweis was a good scientist, but a
poor communicator. Perhaps if Semmelweis had used a simple and clear way
to communicate the effectiveness of hand washing, many

lives could have been saved.

doctors who were making the women sick!

Historians have concluded that Semmelweis
thought his ideas would be obvious to
others and they would catch on quickly.
Because of this Semmelweis didn't write a
paper on his ideas until 1858 and didn't
write the book on his ﬁndings until
1861. Competing papers and textbooks
dismissed his ideas. Bad practices were
propagated, and good ideas were dismissed.
It was simply inconceivable that doctors

were making healthy people sick.

After his book earned bad reviews in
1861, he wrote harsh letters to medical
leaders around Europe, infuriating his peers.

In 1865, two of his peers conspired to commit

FLLWED
COMMUNICATION

METHOD

All new ideas, large or small, meet with some
level of resistance, especiaﬂy if the new idea
requires new bebavior. If we want to change

the way people behave, remember that
comfortable ideas will not yield easily,

even to evidence and authority. In order to
change hearts and minds, we need to focus

on enhancing how we communicate. We

need to be clear, convincing, and accurate.

Do we really believe that minds can be
changed with a stream of bullets in a

presentation slide deck? If the existing
methods of communication aren't working
very well, then we need to work out what

Is missing,
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Stories

In their book Made to Stick, Chip and Dan Heath talk about an annual class
they run at Stanford University. The students are asked to deliver a one-
minute persuasive speech to their peers. All the students are provided with
the same data. Half of the students must argue for one point of view, the
other half for the opposite point of view.

As you might imagine with Stanford students, these are typically good-
quality presentations that clearly impart data and arguments. After the
presentations, the audience is distracted for a few minutes with a comedy
video and then asked to write the key points from each speech they heard,

working from memory because they dOI’lyt have notes to refer to.

The students are surprised at how little they can remember. It’s not as though
they had a lot to remember, just eight one-minute speeches. These are well-
educated people, being presented to by some of the brightest students on
the planet. Although only one in ten students will use the presentation to
tell a story, leverage emotion, or really focus on a few key messages, the
evidence shows that sixty-three percent of the audience can remember facts
from the story—teﬂing presentations, compared with only five percent from
the rest. This evidence was one of the tipping points for me. The use of
stories can make your ideas stick in the minds of your audience.



Should We Blame the Tools?

‘We make presentations every day. This is especially true in professional
settings, where we present ideas, agreements, and updates to peers,
superiors, customers, partners, and stakeholders. We even make
presentations at home and in our communities. Yet not all presentations
are equal. Sometimes, a presentation leads to decisions, actions,
commitments, and change. However, far too often, a presentation
fails to produce any effect whatsoever. The audience may have learned
something, but their actions don't change. So, the question is, was their

time well spent?

If, like us, you’ve sat wearily through boring presentations, maybe
you’ve thought or heard others say, “That’s an hour T'll never get
back,” or “Did we make any progress at all in there?”

But should we blame the tools? After all, Microsoft PowerPoint has
become ubiquitous in business and government settings. Speakers
at major conferences are eXpected to use PowerPoint to deliver their
presentations. Military commanders use PowerPoint to provide status
updates to their superior officers, and teachers at all levels, from
grade school through graduate school, use PowerPoint to deliver class
lectures. It's clear that PowerPoint has been widely embraced as the de

facto mechanism for education, information sharing, and idea sharing.

We don't think the fault lies with the tools. For one thing, PowerPoint
and other similar presentation packages are relatively new tools. Poor
communication has been happening for a long time. In fact, most of
our visual stories have been created by using PowerPoint as a simple
design tool.

Finding the Right Tool for the Job

As a tool for convincing people of big ideas, a typical business
presentation built from a template of bulleted lists fails in so many ways.

The reasons are plentiful. Different people start with different
assumptions, learn in different ways, and need different information
to make decisions. Some people are detail-oriented and some like the
big picture. Some need a logical argument; others want to understand
the impact on people and processes. You cannot provide all possible
permutations of the information needed, yet make it easy to navigate
and understand with a standard bullet list template. Yet people try,
and as a result, members of the audience either become confused or
angry about your presentation, or they ignore it. What could be less
effective than that?

If the standard presentation template approach isn't an effective way
to convince people, why do we use it? Einstein said, “Insanity 1s doing
the same thing, over and over again, but expecting different results.”
And that applies here. Most PowerPoint presentations created
to convince people of a new idea are about as effective as using a
hammer and chisel to slice bread. It will work, sometimes, but not
very often and not very well.

This is a reboot. We are starting over, and questioning the basic idea
of the presentation itself.

This book is about how to effectively communicate that a change
needs to happen so people will be motivated to take action. The
approach we will introduce you to in the following chapters produces
a clear communication that we call a



Visual story (viz'yoo wel stor’ €) n.

1. the telling of an event or series of
events in a form that is, or can be seen
2. a simple and clear visualization of
an idea, presented on a single “sheet
of paper; for the purpose of guiding a

group of people to a specific conclusion.

Sometimes the visual story can be
as simple as a hand-drawn sketch,
sometimes it's a merger of a rich
picture and mindmap, sometimes
a high-production quality
infographic. The key factor is that
it's a story on a single page with the
intent to persuade someone to act

and make a change happen.

To Be Effective, You Have to Affect People

A visual story is a new starting point from which you can then create
presentations, animations, or just stand and speak. It is a proven, simple,
effective technique for communicating an idea in such a compelling way that

your audience will want to act on it.

A visual story does more than communicate an idea. It combines storyteﬂing
techniques with visual design to communicate a message that has been fine-
tuned for your specific audience. A visual story inspires your audience to act.
This matters because an idea that doesn't inspire change or motivate people
to act is impotent and powerless. Even an amazingly good idea, like “wash
your hands before surgery,” can go unheeded if not communicated well.

Although literaﬂy millions of presentations are made every year, most
fall into three general categories. Presentations are used to CONVINCE,
EDUCATE, or REPORT. Visual stories are useful primarily for situations
where the aim is to convince other people. Presentations designed to educate
the audience or to report on progress can benefit from a lot of what we have
to say, but the process we have developed has a strong focus on reducing
the message down to the minimum necessary to influence the audience to
take an action. A visual story provides a selected set of information, in a
single complete picture, carefully designed to draw your audience from their
starting place to the desired conclusion.

While you may ultimately produce your visual story in many different
formats, we are going to focus on first getting to the one-page view, as we
have found that the focus and effort to get the message to this level enables
a better delivery for a wide range of other formats, from presentations, to
video, to simply standing at a whiteboard and sketching out the ideas. On
the following two pages we illustrate the idea of the visual story, with a visual
story about using the process to rapidly improve an existing presentation. As
this is a common situation we have dedicated Chapter 16 to be a worked
example based on the last two days of this story.



What a difference a day can make

Bob and his team have spent many months
developing ideas for a new product. They
can describe what it will do, how to build
it, and what it will cost.

Hi Bob. On Friday

we have a chance to
present to the business
team on the new

product proposal.
Would you take the

You've been working
on this for months.
Put some of the
content together
and do a dry run

The team has presented on its product
many times, and has standard content that
shows the features and lists the advantages.

I know we've done a
lot of work, but the
presentation has
over ninety slides
and takes forty
minutes. We need

It was too complex
and too confusing!
Too many words and

complicated diagrams.

I barely listened to
you while I was

Sometimes the presentations go well;
sometimes the audience seems distracted.
The most important audience, with the
power to provide the remaining funds, is
still to come.

I saw your

presentation today.

I reworked it last .
Your message is still

night, really sharpened
up the text, removed a
lot of diagrams and
put in some pictures
of people using the

confusing. At the
end, I was wondering
what you wanted us
to do next. I think

you need to take a

reading all the slides.

lead please? tomorrow. something shorter. new systems. look at this book.

Tuesday Wednesday

But, if you want to really engage the
audience, to get a reaction, it's time to
think differently. It's time for a story.

A little simplification can go a long way
toward improving the audience’s experience.

Every day, people make the mistake of
presenting what they know, rather than
what the audience needs to hear.




élarzﬁ/ the goals and the

result to be achieved. Map L

out the content to remove the
@cesx and sharpen the focus.

Why What How

Who

Learning and Decision Styles

Sense of

Structure ~ Character
Urgency

/ﬁ'amlate the content into
action. Turn it into a story

<

with characters motivated to

Design
Test

Delivery
Plan /g\

 Whatlf /4ssess members of the
s

A/Kthey need to know.

audience to determine what

%c/oieve the goal.

I read this book last
night, and I want to
see if we can do
something different.
We have the content;
we just don’t have a

compelling story.

Visually \tell

Let’s get the team in
a room. It’s always
easier to make
progress when we
can create and
review together.

Most visual stories take longer than a

day to create, but if you
content, it's possible to
difference very quickly.

already have the
make a big

We'll follow the
CAST process to turn
our content into a
visual story. This will
help us put the
audience first and tell
a story that has real
meaning for them.

the 1T

Chapter 16 shows what Bob and the team did on Thursday
and Friday. If you're keen to understand more you can jump

I don’t mind you
bringing your work
home. The story
makes your ideas easy
to follow. You know I
don’t understand
most of the
technology you use,
but with the story
and the handout I
don’t need to.

@l

W

Define @‘&3
S

the }sm

conflict.

N
8§

That was a great way
to explain the ideas. I
really feel like I know
where were going,
and why.

You can count on me.

One day you'll have
to tell me your
presentation secrets.

ahead, but be warned, we cover a lot of ideas and
technigues in the chapters between here and there.

Achieve
the goal.

Return

to ask the
audience
for
support.




Convincing Evidence

Early in the development of the visual story process, well before it had
the name and structure we use in this book, Martin used the technique
to help change the relationship between the IT department and the
rest of the organization in Her Majesty’s Prison Service.
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education The Visual Story Process

This book is for visionaries and educators, change agents and revolutionaries,
motivators and drivers. If you prefer the status quo, or your business is not
changing, you probably don't need this book. But if you want to influence oth-
ers to make a decision, improve something or agree to a change, read on. We

can help you.

\ // We've been experimenting with the production of visual stories for years. We've
utilized research from a wide array of fields, conducted some of our own, and

looked at the work of many other groups struggling to make effective com-
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and mental <
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procwemenf

sfafﬁng

munications. We have failed as many times as we have succeeded. When we
examined why we failed it was clear that we had skipped some part of the
analysis, or rushed to create a visualization without first getting clarity on why
it mattered to the audience. When we succeeded it was also clear that we had
first created a good one-page visual story to clarify the focus of the message
before developing other formats to communicate the story.

Admission

The visual story looks simple, and in its simplicity, it is powerful. Clear simple
messages are easy to consume, use, and follow. But clarity and simplicity are not easy
to produce on demand.

We have made it as easy as possible to create a visual story, but doing so still
requires work — more work than you would normally put into preparing a
presentation. Making change is hard. Communicating change is hard. With
visual stories you can at least improve your success rate.

What do you have to gain? That’s up to you.
Where do you want to take the world today?




I keep six honest serving-men

(They taught me all I knew);

Their names are What and Where and When

And How and Why and Who.
—Rudyard Kipling, Nobel Prize-winning

novelist famous for his short stories.

Over the next few hundred pages we are going to cover a lot of material. Chapter 1
explained why the visual story is important. In this chapter we provide an overview of
what we you will learn, and in Chapter 3 we explain how you can get the most from this
book. Because we are going to show you how to bring together a wide range of difterent
techniques we thought it would be very important to provide an overview, SO you can see
how it will all fit together, and also to give an early insight into where all of the techniques
we use have come from. Each chapter will provide a lot more detail on the sources for the
techniques, and you can find a prioritized list of references in the Appendix.

The Visual Story Map

The diagram below is called a Visual Story Map. We developed the Visual Story Map to
illustrate the process for creating a visual story, and to show how the steps of the process
relate to one another. We named the process CAST after the four main steps shown verti-

cally on the far-left side of the Visual Story Map: Content, Audience, Story, and Tell.

Why What How  WhatIf
Who
Learning and Decision Styles
Structure ~ Character Sense of  Delivery
Urgency  Plan
Design

Test



[:I]NIENT H[]W Many presentations have too much content

that is not relevant to the decision or change being
proposed. If you want your sales team to search for
new customers, Or your IT group to implement a new
content management system, your content must lead
the audience to understand why you want them to
act, and what they must do.

AU I] | EN [:E H[]W You need to understand the people

you're telling your story to. What do they need to

know? How can you motivate them to respond in the

way you intend? Whether you want your design team to
develop a new logo, or your CEO to approve a new project,

you need to consider the different people in the audience.

S”] HY H[]W When you are clear about the content and
your audience, you can focus on the story structure. We
draw from centuries of practical experience of how to
tell a compelling and interesting story. Using the format
of a story, rather than simply presenting information,
makes it easy for your audience to identify with your goals,

remember your ideas, and agree with your suggestions.

IEI_I_ HUW Now you create the words and visuals to focus
on the telling of the story. Work out how the story will
be conveyed in different formats and test that it has the
intended impact. Careful attention to the different ways a
visual story can be told can make the difference between a
clear story and a muddled message.
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Before you create a story, you need to be very clear
on what the story will be about. In Chapter 1 we
said that the purpose for most visual stories is to
motivate your audience to make a decision, take an
action, or make a change in their business or life.
Chapters 4 through 7 cover the Content row of
the Visual Story Map. In these chapters we show
you a series of techniques to refine your content to
focus on the outcome you want, and to filter ruth-
lessly to remove anything not directly relevant to
the desired action.

Opver the decade it took us to become skilled in
the CAST techniques, the hardest lesson was
accepting the importance of working on the con-
tent first and then building the story and presenta-
tion materials. Every minute you spend
understanding the relevance of the content to your
audience is returned tenfold when you get the

story right.

The Content row includes four elements, Why,

What, How, and What If.

Why What How What If

WHY People do not like to change, and where possible most people will avoid making decisions.
Your story has to give them a clear reason to act. We find that the best way to be clear, and remain
clear, is to make the reasons for change as explicit as possible. This includes identifying any external
influences that your audience should react to, as well as the personal goals of your audience that can

be tied to your story.

WH AT If the reasons for change are already known to your audience, you can bet that some people
have already thought about the “broken” things that need fixing, or the new things that need to be
added. However, you must also consider all the “working” things that may need to change, and the
things that could be affected but should be left alone. In a business setting the things you might have
to think about include processes, buildings, machinery, systems, people, customer experience, and

information that will change or be affected by the change.
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