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Why Stories?

When we communicate, we are always asking people to work from one of two parts of their
mind: the conscious mind which processes data, reports, lists, timelines, formulas, budgets, etc.
or the primal mind which involves our strong reactions, guttural responses, intense likes and
dislikes, etc. Granville Toogood (The New Articulate Executive) reminds us that we MUST give
people the information they need for effective decision making via the conscious mind, but if we
really want people to remember what we say and to take action, we must appeal to the primal
mind. We appeal to the primal mind by being likable and telling stories.

By telling stories, we’re able to bring attention to our cause, help audiences prioritize our cause,
motivate them to take action on and remember our cause.

You might ask, “But what about my audiences who want the data to prove our impact at the
United Way? What about those who are skeptical of stories as emotional appeals?”

You’re right to ask that great question and to seriously consider the needs and interests of those
audience members.

The good news is that you don’t have to choose to activate the primal mind over the conscious
mind, nor the conscious mind over the primal mind. A well-told story can integrate the two with
some simple storytelling techniques.

Two Storytelling Structural Techniques

1. Tree Tales
“Tree Tales” zero in on the story of some specific individuals using a story loop structure.
What makes Tree Tales so impactful, is that they contain vivid, identifiable characters,
and a specific setting the audience can envision in their mind’s eye. The characters have
an object of desire, something they want, but they face obstacles in getting to their
desired state until they encounter some intervention that becomes a turning point.

Tree Tales typically take the following structure:



Normal

And Tree Tales typically involve the following story elements, looking like this:

LaTonya was a smiling 15- LaTonya’s mother travels the

year-old volleyball player state telling families ....
in Louisville, KY ... mal

New NO!

Normal

Her parents
regretted....
decided no other
parent should
experience this
loss

Two days after she
turned 20, she was
diagnosed with HPV...

Despite treatments,
the cancer grew...

2. Forest Stories
“Forest Stories” zoom out and tell the story of more abstract groups of people or
organizations. They might tell the story of a county in Indiana or of the United Way as
an organization. The key is to still use the story structure with that more abstract
character, moving from the normal to the “uh oh” to the intervention, to the new normal.

Forest Stories may include data points, statistics, facts that the audience needs to hear, but
they’re hearing those facts in the context of a larger story.

Often a strategically told Forest Story will weave in a Tree Tale into the broader story to
most effectively activate both the conscious mind and the primal mind.



Forest Stories might look like this:

100%! No HPV,
No unnecessary
cancer. No 16-
year-old deaths....

In fall 2019, 87% of 6th graders were
vaccinated. New No\'ma\

Normal

Then the pandemic hit in
March, 2020.

Fewer kids got vaccinated. By
fall 2020, only 29% of 6th
graders were vaccinated. Still
today (2025) only 40%...

New HPV
Vaccination
Campaign

Danger: HPV, increased illness,
absences, academic performance

Tree Tale here

What Makes Great Stories STICKY?

A great story, one that has impact and is memorable, leaving a lasting impression, is a story with
six additional features:

The characters are vivid and identifiable. They have characteristics that your listener
can relate to and can envision. When this happens, the listener is more sympathetic to the
speaker’s cause.

The story has an element of suspense — not horror film level suspense, just a structure
that establishes the norm, builds the “uh oh” and obstacles to create a sense of tension
and urgency before revealing the intervention.

The story contains a few concrete, vivid images, sounds, or smells that light up the
sensory part of the brain and are memorable.

The storyteller doesn’t burn time at the very beginning of the story. You can burn time
by giving away the ending, saying “I want to tell you a story,” or talking about yourself
or why you want to tell the story. Get the audience into the setting as quickly as possible!

A “Forest Story” contains narrative transitions rather than slide headers. The word
“and” to connect the parts doesn’t make a story. The words “but,” “because, “so,” and
“therefore” make a story.

The story shows emotion or abstract ideas rather than tells emotion or abstract ideas.
Saying a patient felt scared isn’t nearly as impactful as showing how they sat in your
office, tears welling up, telling you “I’m scared I’ll hit my child if I quit smoking.”



These characteristics increase the audience’s cortisol and oxytocin levels, resulting in greater
audience engagement and audience sympathy.

In Sum:

The goal of using stories isn’t to manipulate your audiences. Rather it’s to keep people engaged
and connected “primally” with the conscious mind information you are conveying. The more you
can convey your data, your reports, your ideas in terms of stories, the more you will engage
people, energize people, and move people toward meaningful action.
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