
Chapter 1
THE STORY OF STORIES

Successful companies know that more often than not in busi-
ness, it really is the same old story.

Or, to be a bit more accurate, it’s all about understanding how
to use the elements of stories and storytelling to drive business
improvement. There isn’t a business in the world today—large or
small, high or low tech, public or private—that cannot improve
performance, internally and externally, through the study and
mastery of the basic element of storytelling. One of the most
basic applications of this principle is borrowing characters from
well-known stories and naming your products or services after
them. It works for Paul Bunyan breakfasts in diners across
America. It worked for the Atlas missile and Hercules Powder.
And, once upon a time, it also worked for a struggling running-
shoe company in Eugene, Oregon.

In 1964, Phil Knight was a fledgling athletic-shoe salesman
whose career high point had been selling $8,000 worth of
imported Tiger running shoes out of his Blue Ribbon Sports store
in Eugene. Seven years and $992,000 in annual sales later,
Knight unveiled the Nike name and its “swoosh,” and the rest, as
they say, is history. We’re not sure how many of the runners who
poured into Blue Ribbon Sports knew that Nike was the winged
goddess of victory in Greek mythology, but we’re pretty sure
Knight knew the power of the story of the original Nike and was
trying to tie the critical elements of that story to his brand. 
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Scott Bedbury, brand guru and Nike’s former head of advertis-
ing, explains:

The sneaker was just a sneaker, in every way pedestrian,
until Phil Knight and Nike came along and connected the
aspirational and inspirational rewards of sports and 
fitness with world-class innovative product performance
like that of the Nike Air shoe. Nike could have spent 
millions of dollars preaching the value of encapsulated
gas trapped within a thin, pliable membrane in the middle
of the shoe, encased by a molded foot frame and attached
by a dynamic fit system. Instead, it not only simply showed
the product but also communicated on a deeper, more
inspirational level what the product meant within the
wider world of sports and fitness. It transcended the 
product. It moved people. 1

That, in a nutshell, is exactly what great business storytelling
is all about.

The Nike story is more than a story of effective branding—it’s
one of the tens of thousands of stories about how businesses use
stories every day to launch brands and enhance the image of
existing brands; to train new hires and invigorate seasoned
employees; and to help CEOs position themselves in the eyes of
Wall Street and aspiring managers position themselves in the eyes
of their CEOs. Walk into any Home Depot, and you’ll discover
brand names such as “Husky” and “Rigid”—frankly, kind of
ham-handed branding attempts aimed at men who are either
overimpressed with or unsure of their own masculinity. That’s
branding, arguably at its “best” and “worst.” But tying your prod-
uct or service back to a myth like Phil Knight did is more than
branding—it’s a rudimentary form of storytelling.

Storytelling isn’t just about selling products. Effective story-
telling can launch industries. Let’s go back to nineteenth-century
Vienna, where a young physician by the name of Sigmund Freud
is trying to sell, first the scientific community and then the world
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at large, a new theory to explain all human behavior. He popu-
lates his theory with concepts such as the Oedipus and Electra
complexes that, like the name Nike, echo back to the ancient
myths of Greece. We suppose he could have given these condi-
tions proper Latin names, but if he had, would we have the multi-
billion-dollar mental health industry today?

Maybe so. Maybe not. 
Freud’s success proves the ability of a great story to change

mass behavior. Sadly, it was a lesson learned all too well by anoth-
er Austrian—Adolf Hitler—who attempted to weave the future of
the German people out of the fraying strands of near-forgotten
stories found in the pages of arcane ancient Nordic and Vedic
mythologies. 

Storytelling has the power to change the destiny of a compa-
ny, an industry, a nation, and—ultimately—the world. It’s a force
as powerful and universal as gravity and, sadly, often almost as
invisible to the people it impacts. What would you say if we told
you storytelling was the most underutilized weapon in most com-
panies’ strategic arsenals? 

What if we told you that, with very little conscious effort and
practice, you could become an effective corporate storyteller? Our
bet is that—sooner rather than later—you’d demand a little
proof. Fair enough. That’s why we wrote this book.
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The Da Vinci Code: A Case Study in
Effective Story Retelling

Hard as it is to sometimes remember, given all the hype and contro-
versy that accompanies it, The Da Vinci Code is nothing more or less
than a story, albeit a story that has captured the attention of appar-
ently everyone from the most modest fiction reader to the Vatican.
More correctly—and with all due respect to author Dan Brown—it
is a retelling of a series of popular stories from the legends of the
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Beyond the Business Case
The Da Vinci Code could have been a fast-selling summer beach
book, but it turned into a billion-dollar industry. Why? Because it
is a story tied to an even bigger story.
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Knights Templar and the stories of the Crusades back to the story
of the Mother Goddess found in almost every society throughout
history. Part of why The Da Vinci Code works is that we already
know critical parts of the stories before we read them and are pre-
conditioned to accept the argument. 

But this “story” has launched an industry whose products include
(among other things) a movie; dozens and dozens of books; wall
clocks; t-shirts; music CDs; tours, vacations, and travel guides;
playing cards; videogames; paint-by-numbers sets; jewelry; diet
guides; pornography; and apparently anything else to which you
can reasonably, or unreasonably, attach the name “Da Vinci.” To
make the marketing effort more successful, some Canadian mar-
keters have even altered Leonardo Da Vinci’s famous Vitruvian
Man—a drawing of a naked man superimposed with an extra set of
arms and legs, bordered in a square and a circle—and eliminated
the more obvious images of manhood to make sure the image could
have greater and broader commercial appeal.2

It may be a while before we calculate the full economic impact of
The Da Vinci Code, but the preliminary results are staggering. More
than 60 million copies of the hardcover edition had already been
sold before the first paperback was off the presses. Perhaps pre-
dictably, the movie version of the story grossed $224 million world-
wide over its opening weekend. The value of the Da Vinci “industry”
is likely to finally settle somewhere between $750 million and $1
billion, a pretty respectable return on assets by anyone’s reckoning.
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As aging Baby Boomers begin to consider the next stage of
their collective lives, dozens of industries from financial services
to pharmaceuticals are trying to tell Boomers a story they can
relate to. The music—and more important, the spirit of the
1960s—is being invoked in advertising spots for everything from
retirement planning to Flomax, a drug designed to improve uri-
nary flow. But it was Da Vinci author Dan Brown who, conscious-
ly or unconsciously, understood the power of retelling the oldest
story of them all: man’s relationship to God. It might be easy to
dismiss The Da Vinci Code as a footnote to American pop cultural
history, until you remember it’s a billion-dollar brand that repre-
sents the tip of a multibillion-dollar industry—an industry every
business in America should be paying more attention to. Take a
walk around your favorite bookstore, and you’re likely to find 
sections that didn’t exist 20 years ago or that have expanded rad-
ically over the past two decades. These include Religious Fiction,
the Religion section itself, New Age, a radically democratized
Philosophy section, and the old stand-by Self-Help titles. 

As National Public Radio (NPR) correspondent Martha
Woodroof of member station WMRA reported in an “All Things
Considered” broadcast on July 5, 2005, “The American reading
public is spending lots of dollars looking for meaning in twenty-
first-century life.” In 2006, the Book Industry Study Group
released figures indicating that the Religion category had an 8.1
percent increase in net dollar sales from 2004 to 2005 (to $2.3
billion) and that category sales were expected to increase 6.5 per-
cent in 2006 and 6.3 percent in 2007, sales the industry rightful-
ly views as miraculous in this age of digital entertainment. Some
have gone so far as to suggest that the sale of religious books is
what’s keeping U.S. publishing healthy.

Why the success? Simply put, an aging population—and a
younger population facing mass global and domestic instability—
desperately wants to be told a story with a happy ending.
Religious-flavored stories—whether the apocalyptic visions of
the Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins’s 17-volume and counting
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Left Behind series or the gentle ethical messaging of renowned
storyteller Andy Andrews—hit a nerve with tens of millions of
people who find themselves confused, lost, unhappy, afraid,
and—perhaps above all—mortal. The simple story of “believe
and you shall be saved” has never played before a more anxious
and receptive audience, but it’s only one of literally thousands of
successful stories you could use to grow your business.

We’re not, by the way, suggesting that you need to stop selling
trucking equipment or restaurant supplies and begin selling
Bibles and fictional accounts of salvation or rename your corpo-
ration after an obscure Nordic god of success. Instead, we are say-
ing that understanding an audience, learning what stories they
respond to, and then using those stories to “sell” your product or
service is an effective positioning tool for any business.

Storytelling and Business
We’re willing to bet that your business already engages in a good
deal of storytelling.

Creating stories and telling stories are the most universal
human activities. An anthropologist might try to tell you that
tool making is what separates man from animal, but any decent
marketer or brander will tell you it’s myth making. Chimpanzees,
we’ve discovered, use tools, but only human beings use stories to
explain themselves (and sell things) to each other.

If you had happened to turn on your television set as this book
was being written, you might have seen a commercial for the
Nissan Pathfinder. Our ears perked up when we heard the ad’s
tagline—“Discover Pathfinder—tell better stories.” A quick look
at Pathfinder’s website (www.nissanmotors.com/pathfinder)
yielded a classic example of conscious corporate storytelling. At
the bottom of the screen, a shaded box invited us to explore
“Nissan Insider Stories.” One click brought us to two other boxes.
The first contained a simple phrase: “Everything we touch, we
shift. And everything we shift, we make better.” The second box
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invited us to share a deeper storytelling experience. “You will find
this mantra at the core of every person who touches a Nissan
vehicle,” it read. “These are their stories. The memorable, com-
pelling accounts worth sharing. Click and explore each story to
experience the shift yourself.”

Research in Motion’s BlackBerry is another of the many
brands jumping on the storytelling bandwagon. The company
invites Internet users to visit its “Owners [sic] Lounge” on its web-
site and share their favorite personal story. Tell the right story, and
you, too, can become one of BlackBerry’s “Success Stories” and
have your picture and story broadcast throughout cyberspace.

Why Stories?
Why stories? Again, because stories are the universal human
common denominator.

Think about it for a moment. How many times in the past
month have you used one or more of these phrases:

• What’s the story? (What’s going on?)
• What’s your story? (Explain your behavior.)
• What’s his/her story? (Who is he/she?)
• I don’t know the whole story. (I need more data, or don’t

take what I say as the whole truth.)
• That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it. (It’s either the truth

or as much of the truth as I’m prepared to tell you.)
• What’s the back story? (What’s the story that preceded this

story that helps bring it into focus?)
• Here’s the story. (Here is the truth.)
• Nice story. (I don’t believe you.)

You get the idea.
In the same way that all of us use the basic concept of stories

in a variety of ways in our everyday conversations, businesses use
stories and storytelling to perform a series of mission-critical
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tasks from employee recruitment and morale building to sales,
marketing, and branding. Smaller, entrepreneurial firms use sto-
ries to sell business plans to banks, and large publicly held busi-
nesses use them to sell analysts and investors on the company’s
direction or to spin bad quarterly results.

Storytelling is so much a part of who we are and how we live
our lives that we almost forget about its importance. To borrow a
phrase from contemporary pop media culture, storytelling is
“embedded” in almost everything we do as individuals and as
businesses.

The Myth of Business and the Business of Myth
Despite the role that effective storytelling plays in the success of a
business, too many people still think of storytelling as just a form
of entertainment without widespread commercial application.
On one critical level, business is just another social institution like
religion, government, and education, subject to the forces of cul-
ture like any other institution. Business even has its own “pop
culture,” generally expressed in acronyms like CRM, ERP, SCM,
and ABC. We like to call the idea that commercial activity 
operates somewhere outside the boundaries of history, tradition-
al culture, and society, and that it’s somehow largely immune 
to psychosocial forces or anthropological truth, the “Myth of
Business.”

We’re not sure where the idea first caught on that business is
somehow a unique human activity subject only to its own rules
and driven by the whims of the economic marketplace, modified
only by the vagaries of domestic and global politics and regula-
tion. That idea is dangerous. Tap into popular culture or link your
business story to stories that already resonate with your target
audience, and you’re well on your way to success.

Of course, you have to be very careful about how you tell the
story. Before a story can be commercially successful, a significant
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number of people need to be able not only to “find themselves” in
it, but also to find themselves in the audience.

Consider the traditional American “health food” store. Its
story was simple—eat commercial food, and poison yourself and
your family. Eat “natural” and “organic” foods, and expand 
your consciousness and extend your life. Over the years, rightly 
or wrongly, the mass market seemed to associate the early 
health food pioneers with faddists, nudists, cultists, and other
fringe figures. 

Now consider Whole Foods—the fastest-growing, and by some
accounts the most profitable, food retailer in the United States. Its
“story” is the same but with a subtle twist. Natural and organic
foods are “better” for you. Not only that, they taste better, and you
don’t have to be a food fascist or organic chemist to shop for them.
Not only that, but Whole Foods offers an opportunity to join a
community not of food fanatics, poultry paranoids, or culinary
conspiracy theorists but of normal, affluent people—folks just
like you—who are rightly concerned with the quality of their life
and health. Same plot line, but the profits are in the nuances of
how the story is told.

Just as there is a Myth of Business, there is also the “Business
of Myth,” which is to remind us why the notion that business
stands outside culture often translates into fatally flawed judg-
ment. We view business as nothing more, and certainly nothing
less, than another cultural institution or artifact. We see organ-
ized business in the same light as organized religion, organized
government, or organized education. As a result, we believe that
myth can have the same level of importance and offer the same
value to business that it does to any other cultural institution. 

By the time the twentieth century ended, the business com-
munity found itself rushing toward Y2K, what corporate urban
legend held was sure to be a technologically driven Armageddon.
It was a time when the blanket woven from the strands of mech-
anistic industrial metrics—reliance on process and systems over
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content and imagination, and Alfred P. Sloan’s almost feudal con-
ception of the corporation, the template for General Motors—was
starting to irrevocably unravel.

Absent the industrial anchor that had defined business for
almost three centuries, commercial thinkers and corporate lead-
ers struggled to reposition what it was they did and even how they
described their efforts. Some proclaimed themselves engineers of
the Information Age, while those on the bleeding-edge of strate-
gic thinking boldly declared the Information Age over and rattled
on about the prospects and perils of life in the Post-Information
Age. Soon a great deal of business thinking began to suffer from
an acute loss of context. 

Think of context as a kind of referential frame that not only
acts as a border for a picture, but in the process of providing that
border actually becomes an integral element in what the viewer
sees. Great frames can be works of art themselves, but the best
frames accentuate rather than compete with the art they hold.
Sometimes frames become so much a part of the piece they sur-
round that, if they were to be suddenly taken away, our percep-
tion of the work would be totally changed. In the most extreme
cases, we’d no longer be able to distinguish the work from all the
other elements in the room that housed it. 

At the turn of the twenty-first century, many businesses had
effectively lost their context. As a result, the picture they thought
they were displaying made sense only when they were looking at
it from the inside. To the outside viewer, the customer, the supply
chain partner, the competitor, or the analyst, what had once been
a clear, representational work was reduced to an image from
Jackson Pollock’s worst nightmare.

At the very heart of this book lies an idea at once modest, rev-
olutionary, and, for more than some (we suspect), counterintu-
itive: that mythology, the aggregate collection of ancient stories
from cultures around the world, can and should play a critical
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role in helping resolve many of the complexities and crises asso-
ciated with the world of twenty-first-century business and socie-
ty. This is especially true for what we call the Abolition of
Context—a phenomenon that negatively impacts every aspect of
corporate life, from human resources to product development
and from marketing to corporate governance. Modest, because, at
its heart, a myth is nothing more or less than a simple story cre-
ated to convey an even simpler truth or principle.

Don’t Blame Us; Blame Plato
The New Oxford American Dictionary echoes the popular Western
historical bias when it defines a myth as “…a widely held but false
belief ” and mythology as “a set of stories or beliefs, about a partic-
ular person, institution or situation, esp. when exaggerated or fic-
titious.”3 Most of us have grown up thinking of myths—assum-
ing, of course, that we thought of them at all—in this context.
They were little more than fairy tales of ancient gods and mon-
sters, at best cultural artifacts of interest only to Renaissance
artists searching for subjects, Hollywood scriptwriters hopelessly
stuck for a time-honored plot twist, and the odd psychoanalytic
thinker or two struggling to label a newly discovered neurosis.
The “truth” is that this view couldn’t be less true. And, the differ-
ence between truth and true is the basis of our next chapter.
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