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“It is a common belief that serious information should appear in tables, graphs, numbers, or at least sober scholarly language.  But important questions about the future are usually too complex or imprecise for the conventional languages of business and science.  Instead, we use the language of stories and myths.  Stories have a psychological impact that graphs and equations lack.  Stories are about meaning; they help explain why things could happen in a certain way. They give order and meaning to events—a critical aspect of understanding future possibilities”.  
            The Art of the Longview, by Peter Schwartz. (1991, Doubleday), page 40.
Whether we work in the business world or not, all of us have heard about the need for businesses to change.  The reason is pretty simple.  Most business organizations were designed to succeed in the Industrial Age and now must equip themselves to do the same in the Information Age.  In the Industrial Age, organizations were highly structured, over controlled, and mechanized on purpose.  Competitors were few and the intent was to maintain the systems and processes found to be successful.  In the Information Age things have changed.  It is highly competitive environment requiring constant change just to stay ahead in the market place.  The organizations once made of stone now must be malleable.  Managers who once controlled must learn to influence employees.  Employees told to be compliant are challenged to be committed and to continually learn. 
This change might sound simple but has proven to be quite difficult.  It does not simply involve changing business processes and structures but also becomes one of learning to see people as human beings rather than human doings.   This type of a change requires individuals throughout the business organization to examine their beliefs, values and assumptions about how they do their work, relate to one another and serve their customers.  
The examination of beliefs, values and assumptions is a difficult task and must be done on the individual level.  Most people never challenge them.  If they do, it is usually when in crisis like experiencing a terminal illness, a near-death experience or the loss of something very important to them.  Businesses are the same.  They often wait until the business is failing and then it may be too late. Stories have proven to be a valuable way for them to explore these areas in a non-threatening way.  A good story will present a situation or a dilemma and then asked the listener to examine it and come to a conclusion.  When the stories are compelling, they touch not only their minds but also their hearts and souls leaving them open for change.  Transformation at this level for both the individual and the business produces a lasting change in the beliefs, values and assumptions shaping how they think and what they do. 

If you would like to learn more about the challenges facing organizations in the Industrial Age, here are three valuable references:

The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization, by Peter M. Senge. (1990, Doubleday)
Stewardship: Choosing Service Over Self-Interest, by Peter Block.(1993, Barrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc.)
Rewiring the Corporate Brain: Using the New Science to Rethink How We Structure and Lead Organizations, by Danah Zohar.(1997, Barrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc.)
Before attempting to use stories to help business effect change, it is important for the storyteller to understand the way business culture works and to explore the different ways stories have been used in organizations.  Some stories in the references listed are ready-to-use.  Others will trigger stories of your own. It is important to look for the personal stories you already have stored away in your memory.   Your personal experiences or the experiences of those near you may serve to inspire change in individuals and organizations. 

Understanding Business Culture

So what is culture?  It can be simply defined as “how things work around here.” This is not as simple as it may first appear because companies may say one thing in their policies but do something else in reality.  For example, the company may have an “open-door” policy saying anyone can go visit any manager at any time to discuss anything.  Now in reality, if you do that, it may be a bad move for your career because it may make your immediate supervisor feel uncomfortable.  So when a new employee comes in, the seasoned employees tell them not to use the open-door policy because it is bad for your career.  That’s how culture works.  

Some aspects of the culture seen now in businesses are quite similar from one organization to the next because they are part of the survival guide used in organizations based on power and control.  Others may be unique to a given organization. Here are some good books to help you understand more about business culture:
The Corporate Survival Guide, by Edgar H. Schein. (1999, Jossey-Bass Inc.).

If Aristotle Ran General Motors: The New Soul of Business, by Tom Morris. (1997, Henry Holt and Company).

How Stories Work in Business
Being storytellers, you already know how powerful stories are to teach and guide others but to understand how it works specifically to evoke change and learning in adults within business, the following references may be helpful:

Tell Me A Story: Narrative and Intelligence, by Roger C. Shank. (1990, Northwestern University Press). 

Corporate Legend and Lore: The Power of Storytelling as a Management Tool, by Peg C. Newhauser. (1993, McGraw Hill).

The Story Factor: Inspiration, Influence, and Persuasion through the Art of Storytelling, by Annette Simmons. (2002, Perseus Publishing).
Examples of Stories Used in Business

General Application

Several books have been written providing examples stories used in business for a wide range of purposes.  Each of the books below provide stories listed by use and feature a description of the moral for each story as it applies to business. 

Managing by Storying Around: A New Method of Leadership, by David M. Armstrong. (1992, Doubleday).
How to Turn Your Company’s Parables into Profit: A Company is Known by the Stories It Tells, by David M. Armstrong. (1995, Armstrong International, Inc.).

Real People, Real Work: Parables on Leadership in the 90s, by Lee Cheaney and Maury Cotter. (1991, SPC Press)
Imparting Wisdom and Breaking Down Barriers
While I have not used many folktales or fairy tales in business, I believe they can be very useful. I have relied heavily on wisdom tales from other cultures and fables directed at helping break down emotional barriers preventing people from hearing each other.  Most of these stories are used to provoke dialogue within a group.  When the stories are told, the group is left to ponder the tale and discover where the meaning is for them personally or for the organization. These stories often stimulate lively conversations not only in the workshops but long after in the workplace.  Here are a couple of my favorites:
Come to the Secret Garden: Sufi Tales of Wisdom, by M.R. Bawa Muhaiyaddeen. (1985, Fellowship Press)

Friedman’s Fables, by Edwin H. Friedman. (1990, The Guilford Press)
Promoting Team Learning

Wonderful stories have been developed to help teams of people learn to deal with change, and understand complex topics.  In addition to the story, each of the examples below features a processing guide to use with groups: 
Outlearning the Wolves: Surviving and Thriving in a Learning Organization, by David Hutchens.(1998, Pegasus Communication, Inc.)

Shadows of the Neanderthal: Illuminating the Beliefs That Limit Our Organization, by David Hutchens, (1999, Pegasus Communication, Inc.)

Who Moved My Cheese?, by Spencer Johnson. (1998, G.P. Putnam’s Sons).

Who Speaks for Wolf: A Native American Learning Story, by Paula Underwood. (1983, A Tribe of Two Press)
Billibonk and the Thorn Patch, by Phillip Ramsey.(1997, Pegasus Communication, Inc.) 

Building a New Shared Vision

One of the challenges of business organizations in the Information Age is to not only rapidly transfer information but also to continually add to the base of knowledge.  They must be able to anticipate the future and for that reason are called to be visionary.  Stephen Denning (http://www.stevedenning.com), formally of World Bank, tells how he helped the organization see differently by finding what he calls the springboard stories.  

The Springboard: How Storytelling Ignites Action in Knowledge-Era Organizations, by Stephen Denning, (2001 by Butterworth-Heinemann)

Learning Histories

One of my favorite uses of story is as learning histories (http://ccs.mit.edu/LH/).  MIT’s Art Kleiner uses the technique as a means of transferring learning from one part of the organization to another.  He collects oral histories of projects and then provides a list of questions to aid groups in examining the elements making the endeavor either a success or a failure. 

Collecting, Crafting and Using Personal Stories

“We have a memory full of experiences that we can tell to others.  Finding the right ones, having the right ones come to mind at the right time, having created accounts of the right ones in anticipation of their eventual use in this way, are all significant aspects of intelligent behavior”. (Roger C. Shank, Tell Me A Story, page xliii.) 

Among all of the uses of story in business I have explored, I have found none to be more powerful than my own personal stories.  These were often events happening to me but could also be something happening to someone else that touched me deeply.  Here are some general guidelines for using these stories:

· Finding the right stories requires an understanding of what needs to be heard within the organization and is the reason for understanding the culture and the business needs.  After once seeing the problem, your eyes will be open to these stories..  On my last business trip, I found two stories involving customer service.  One was a positive experience with a rental car company and another was a negative one at a fast-food restaurant.  The first featured an empowered employee who effectively calmed an angry customer (me).  The latter was of a disempowered employee who wanted to help a hungry customer (me) but had to ask permission. These simple stories will go in my pocket for use latter at the right time and place.

· Having the right one come to mind at the right time can be aided by keeping a journal featuring these stories in categories for easy retrieval.  For example, if I am working with a sales or service group or speaking to a group about the value of empowerment, I would review the collection of my stories featuring empowered or disempowered people. These stories are not crafted but are stored as outlines. I usually do not need much of a review because I am often reminded of these stories as I teach.  That’s the beauty of story.  It is stored in several retrievable places including the best place, my heart.

· Having created accounts of these stories is helpful when intending to use the story for a specific application like teaching a principle or illustrating a point.  These stories are often crafted and feature a processing guide, used to formally summarize the learning experience.  If the story is an effective one, I only have to listen to the response from them after the story.  In other words, the story does the work for me. An example of one of the stories I crafted from my experience along with my method for crafting it is featured in the article Crafting Personal Stories for Business in this issue.

Listening to and for Stories
I have probably spent more time listening to and for the stories from others than I have telling my own for the benefit of the organization.  These stories are often the key to discovering some barrier to learning or change.  For example, I listened to the story of a plant worker as she described a meeting with her plant manager.  When she asked him for more information about her work he said she already knew how to get it if she really wanted it.  That ended the conversation with the plant manager but it did not end the telling of her story. She continued to say that she was angered by his response. He implied she didn’t care. That was not the case. The information was on an information board but was not in a form she understood.  It was in a chart and she did not know how to read it.  The manager assumed the employee was not getting the information because she didn’t care.  The real reason was because she didn’t understand it. If I had not heard the story and relayed it to the manager, he would have continued to act upon his belief that the employee didn’t care.  If the manager had said, “Tell me what happened the last time you tried to get the information?”, he would have no doubt heard her story for himself. 
Oral or Written?
While I have a great deal of respect for a well written story and do find them to be effective, I feel telling the story is the most powerful form of delivery.  When the story is compelling, the listener feels and senses the story though the teller like it happens in the entertainment arena.   As described earlier, in the Industrial Age, we learned to think of each other as human doings, bodies and minds focus on producing work. There is a genuine need for the people in business organizations to be engaged not only with their mind and body but also with their heart and soul.  I have found no better way to reach those areas of the heart and soul than by sharing a deeply compelling story in front of a group of people.  They receive the information sought after in the business world but find it within the emotional context in which it occurred.  They are reminded of their hearts and souls and then they remember what to do to be a human being.
Making a Difference

So, I challenge you to go forth and make a difference in business and in the other organization in which you are involved.   Just remember the words of Susan Klein (http://www.susanklein.net/aboutsusan.html) in her keynote speech at the 2002 NSN Conference in Denver.  She said, “Storytellin’ ain’t for sissies”.  That is true of storytelling in business.  Do your homework.  Strive to understand the culture and the fundamental needs of the business organization.  Then look for and listen to the stories that dig deep into the depths of the organization and reach the heart and soul of the individuals.  Then there will be change. 
Tell me a fact and I’ll learn.

Tell me a truth and I’ll believe

Tell me a story and it will live in my heart forever.

Indian Proverb

