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			INTRODUCTION

			“Those who tell the stories rule the world.”

			—HOPI PROVERB

			

			As the plane touched down at LaGuardia Airport, I breathed a sigh of relief. Weather had delayed my flight, but we’d made up time in the air and so, thankfully, I’d get into midtown Manhattan in time to make the meeting it had taken months to set up.

			But instead of taxiing to the gate, we came to a dead stop in what looked like the middle of the airfield. My anxiety rose as we deplaned down a rickety metal staircase, and, with airport vehicles whisking by scarily close, headed toward a terminal in the distance. Once inside, I sprinted out of the airport and stopped short. LaGuardia, I realized, was in the midst of a massive reconstruction. It was a madhouse. I was searching frantically for a taxi stand, a bus stop, anything, when another weary traveler tapped me on the shoulder and pointed to a very long line. All ground transportation was miles away; the line was for a shuttle bus that would take us there—wherever there was.

			It took more than forty minutes. I was going to miss my meeting for sure.

			But that wasn’t what made the experience unbearable. After all, airports need to grow, construction is necessary, and often delays can’t be avoided. I get that.

			What made it excruciating was the recording that played over and over as the shuttle bus slowly navigated the rubble. A perky male voice apologized for the delay, and then went on to tell us the inconvenience was well worth it, because of how amazing, elegant, and streamlined the new terminal would be. He extolled the enhanced floor-to-ceiling views of Flushing Bay, the sleek modern construction, how many upscale eateries travelers would soon have to choose from, how spacious it would be, how very relaxing.

			The implication was clear: surely we’d feel that our discomfort was a small price to pay because they were building something dazzling.

			They were wrong.

			Because that announcement communicated something altogether different.

			What it made abundantly clear to us was that they didn’t care a whit about how we felt at that moment. It was obvious they hadn’t given a thought as to how the delay might actually be affecting us—the connections we might be missing, the exhaustion, the frustration. We were irrelevant. It was all about them and their project.

			They were sure that if they gave us the facts as they saw them—about how fabulous the airport was going to be—we’d feel what they felt: that the elegance of the new terminal was more important than our inconvenience. Clearly, those who wrote the script had never been subjected to our experience.

			If they had, they would have told a different story: one that focused on what we needed, instead of what they needed. They needed to inconvenience us. We needed to feel heard about the toll their inconvenience took on us. For us, it was all cost and no benefit. And it felt like they were rubbing our noses in it.

			Or, as Pulitzer Prize–winning media critic Emily Nussbaum recently tweeted: “Wtf is this new ‘walk forever to the taxi stand—and then take a BUS to the taxi’ thing going on at LaGuardia?? Signed, Bus Full of Growling People…An ultra-cheery voiceover is now explaining this terrible system & bragging about how great the redesign will be. Everyone’s eyes are filled with murder.”

			Exactly.

			The takeaway is no one hears you unless they feel heard. Unless what you’re saying is part of how they see the world, what they care about, and how they see themselves. Otherwise the only thing you’re convincing them of is that you don’t know the first thing about them.

			As we’ll see, facts alone do not persuade us—not because we’re stubborn, irrational, or dumb, but because facts are generic, general, and up for interpretation. Story—the self-narrative that we use to make sense of the world around us—is that interpretation. Story puts facts in context so we can understand their significance and what they mean to us.

			Ever since we added language to our tried-and-true communication system of grunting, hand gestures, and evocative facial expressions (insert image of eyebrow-waggling Neanderthal here), every story that ever got through to anyone, convincing them of something they didn’t already believe, did it by connecting to their experience. Story was the key to our survival, and every savvy storyteller knew that—how else could they have convinced their tribe that it’s better to harness fire than to run from it?

			That’s why when it comes to convincing your audience of anything, the story you create has to tap into their story, so they feel why the fact, the product, the cause, matters to them. Do that and you can change more than minds; you can change lives. Even save them.

			That’s exactly what happened in Brazil in 2013. The problem was dire, the kind that makes an airport delay seem like—okay, I’ll admit it—the minor inconvenience it was. In Brazil, people were dying needlessly: the country was facing a growing shortage of organ donors, and the waiting list was impossibly long.

			It’s a worldwide problem. In the United States, only 40 percent of people have checked the “organ donor” box on their driver’s license—even though it helps people in need, even though it saves lives, and geez, even though you’ll be dead anyway, so what difference does it make?

			You would think checking the box would be a no-brainer. It’s not.

			First of all, it’s surprisingly hard to accept the notion that, yes, someday you will die. I remember once in college when a philosophy professor said in passing, “Everyone dies,” and I found myself thinking, Yeah, everyone but me. Easy thought when you’re nineteen, and everything seems so gloriously hypothetical. Even death.

			But accepting that in the long run we’re all goners doesn’t lead directly to checking that box, either. For one thing, it’s unsettling to contemplate your heart being surgically cut out of your chest, put on ice, and whisked away to…oh look, a squirrel!

			That thought might lead to even darker speculation, like, what if the doctor knows you’re an organ donor and so doesn’t try all that hard to save you? Hey, what if the doctor’s own mother needs a heart, and you aren’t sick at all, and this was just a ruse because your heart will fit perfectly into her chest?

			Who wants to take that risk?

			In other words, there are myriad deep-rooted barriers to talking about the problem, let alone solving it.

			In Brazil, increasing the pool of donors was even more difficult because there is no box to check on your driver’s license and then quickly forget about. Organ donation has to be authorized by the grieving family who, overwhelmed, hurting, and with no idea what their loved one would have wanted anyway, often refuse.

			The nationwide shortage of organ donors meant that thousands of people died when they could have been saved, and thousands more were severely impacted. It wasn’t for lack of trying. Earnest awareness campaigns had laid out the facts and figures in perfectly scripted logic-based appeals to civic duty. Didn’t work. For one thing, campaigns like that can feel an awful lot like shaming. After all, even the most rational, objective pitch to change your behavior still tacitly implies you’re doing something wrong in the first place. Why else would you need to change? Plus, who wants to be told what they should be doing? People don’t change because you tell them to. You gotta wanna.

			So how do you get people to voluntarily change their behavior?

			Story or die. In this case, literally.

			But what story? That was where Ogilvy Brazil, the agency commissioned to come up with a new campaign, began their quest. Thanks to the deep discomfort people feel even thinking about their own death, Ogilvy knew that focusing on the external “ask” would be about as effective as turning to your significant other and saying, “We need to talk.” Nothing makes a person more wary and less open to change. And when it comes to talking about death? Whether we admit it or not, most of us secretly harbor the hope that we’ll live forever and spend eternity racing headlong after the things we love, the things we believe in, the things we’re utterly, madly passionate about.

			That is where Ogilvy started. They focused on the people they wanted to change, rather than on the change they wanted them to make.

			The question was: What—specifically—were Brazilians utterly, madly passionate about? Ogilvy knew that to make people want to change, their campaign had to tap into something they already cared about, something that was part of their identity. Since passion isn’t easy to hide, it didn’t take long for them to find the way in. If there’s one thing Brazilians are wildly passionate about, it’s soccer, and most passionate of all are the fans of Sport Club Recife. They’re known throughout Latin America for their irrepressible zeal, a fervor that borders on obsession. It’s a lifelong devotion that spans generations, bringing people together, binding them in an expansive community that pledges undying love to the club and beats with a single heart.

			Bingo! They found the story.

			What if every fan’s heart could beat for their beloved club after they’re gone? What if their eyes could still watch the games? What if they could pledge eternal loyalty?

			And so the “Immortal Fans” campaign was born.

			Tagline: “Sport Club Recife has some of the most passionate fans in Brazil. They want to be fans forever. Now they can.”

			The award-winning video they created opens with an exuberant young fan, her voice hoarse from cheering, yelling, “We are the best, the best fans. There’s no comparison. Nothing comes close. Nothing else matters; Sport Club Recife is everything.”

			Who would want that to end, ever? It was something patients in dire need of transplants were very ready to help with.

			“I promise your eyes will keep on watching Sport Club Recife,” pledges a blind man.

			“Your lungs will keep on breathing for Sport Club Recife,” swears a man who doesn’t look older than twenty.

			A woman much too young to die promises, “Your heart will always beat for Sport Club Recife,” smiling hopefully as she swipes tears from her eyes.

			The fans heard. Says one, “I’m Sport Club Recife even after I die. My soul is Sport Club Recife.”

			Another fan was even thinking about besting the team’s rivals from the great beyond. “When I donate my organs, and my lungs go to a guy from a rival team, he will breathe Sport Club Recife.”

			Everything for Sport Club Recife. Even after death. It was brilliant. The campaign took the fear of death and transformed it into the promise of eternal life.

			The call to action was clear, simple, and concrete. At games or online, fans could get a card to carry in their wallet saying that they wanted to be an organ donor, so when the time came, their families would know. It was a badge of loyalty, a badge of honor. More importantly, they were eager to tell their families, perhaps encouraging them to become donors as well. And just like that, across the country, people were talking about a subject that otherwise never, ever would have been broached in polite society. Being an organ donor became part of how they saw themselves, because it gave them something that we’re all hardwired to crave: a feeling of belonging, of being seen for who we are, of being a part of something bigger, something that will live on because of us. Plus, in the wishful thinking department, it provided the comforting notion that after we die, we’ll still be here eternally rooting for our team to make that last-minute game-winning goal.

			The campaign exceeded all expectations. By the end of the year, 51,000 fans were carrying organ donor cards, and organ donations leapt by a breathtaking 54 percent. The long waiting list for both heart and corneal transplants plummeted to zero for the first time ever.

			The wave didn’t stop. By the next year, more than 66,000 cards had been given out, and other countries were working on similar campaigns.

			What does that mean for you? Like the creatives behind the Sport Club Recife campaign, you are a change agent, whether your goal is to persuade clients, customers, voters, the public, or your teenage son. As such, you’re continually faced with the challenge of convincing people of something that they don’t want to believe, without alienating them, boring them, or inadvertently confirming the very reasons they’re resisting your call to action in the first place.

			There is only one way to do that: create a story that taps into their self-narrative, rather than threatening it.

			I don’t have to tell you that it’s never been harder to convince people to change their minds—about anything. Whether the subject is which political party to vote for, whether or not vaccines are safe, or what toothpaste to use, we’re less inclined than ever to budge from our current position. You may feel like you’re hitting your head against a wall, wondering why laying out the advantages of your position, using clear-cut facts, doesn’t seem to work. At all. As we’ll see, that’s not because the people you’re trying to convince are stubborn; it’s due to how our brains have been hardwired ever since we lived in small tribes and survival was a day-to-day proposition. Given the new kind of tribalism we often find ourselves smacking up against, it’s increasingly clear that facts alone don’t persuade.

			In order to have a shot at changing anyone’s mind, you must first understand why it’s such a challenge, based on how the human brain works. That knowledge is what will allow you to then harness the power of story to change the way people see the world.

			Because story isn’t a way to engage, persuade, and inspire others, it’s the way. That is perhaps the most surprising thing I’ve learned over the course of my career.

			I’ve spent decades analyzing what makes a story rivet us, and how to get it onto the page, starting in publishing, moving on to television, then as a story consultant for Warner Brothers and other studios, later as an instructor in The School of Visual Arts in their MFA program and now as a private story coach. Year in and year out, I’ve worked with novelists, memoirists, and screenwriters, many of them accomplished professionals themselves. What I learned astounded me: what grabbed me, what made me care and kept me reading, had little to do with the plot, the writing, the external drama, or the beautiful prose. What riveted me was how what happened affected the protagonist’s belief system, causing it to change over the course of the story.

			But why?

			I found the answer by digging into the neuroscience associated with story, and the way it intersects with the fields of cognitive psychology and evolutionary biology. What I discovered was the science behind why story is built into the architecture of the brain. It is why, when a story mesmerizes us, it can change how we see things (whether we’re aware of it or not)—and why story is the most powerful, and transformative, communication tool we have.

			What does my story have to do with you? Your goal is to change how your audience sees things. My goal with this book is to help you achieve it.

			In order to do that, in Part One, we’ll first explore how our brain is wired for story, from how it processes incoming info, to how—and why—it spins fact into narrative which it then guards as if our life depends on it. Armed with that insight, in Part Two, you will learn how to pinpoint your audience’s hidden resistance by answering two important, but often misunderstood, questions: First, who is your audience? (It’s often not who you think it is.) And second, what are you asking of them? (It’s often not what you first expect.) Finally, in Part Three, you’ll go through the step-by-step process of creating your own story, one that transforms how your audience sees the world, thus overcoming their resistance and taking up your call to action.

			And here’s the amazing thing: just as the fans of Sports Club Recife sparked a lifesaving national conversation that all the logic, facts, and figures only served to shut down, your audience won’t act because you told them to; they’ll act because they want to, because it feels right.

			That is the power of story.
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			1

			STORY OR DIE IS NOT A METAPHOR

			“Consciousness begins when brains gain the power—the simple power, I may add—of telling a story.”

			—ANTONIO DAMASIO, NEUROSCIENTIST

			

			Several years ago I was hired by a small school district in New Jersey to help its teachers incorporate story into how they taught writing. I’d like to say the superintendent brought me in because he knew that until you understand story, writing is an empty exercise. But that wasn’t why. I’d like to say he brought me in because he knew that understanding story is the foundation of critical thinking. Nope. Although he knew both to be true, the reason he brought me in was because their standardized test scores were low, and he thought if the students learned how to wield the power of story it might help boost their scores.

			I soon learned what I was up against. Testing was something every teacher detested, and forcing kids to memorize data for those tests was, across the board, their bane. In my first meeting with the staff, one frustrated 5th-grade teacher said that he spent months teaching kids things they’ll never, ever need to know because, hey, it’s on the test. Another said he flat out admits to the kids, “Listen, you’ll never use 90 percent of this in real life, and after the test you can forget it, but we gotta do it anyway.” At least he was honest, he said, so they could roll their eyes in unison at the thought of memorizing endless lists of quantifiable facts solely because they were going to be tested on them.

			Quantifiable is the key word—and therein lies a heartbreaking irony. We can test only for what is quantifiable, and so we learn to prize data above all else precisely because it is quantifiable. Retaining it gets us high marks on tests, trumpeting to the world that we’re smart. Which in turn sends a clear message: the ability to memorize data is the hallmark of intelligence.

			In reality, the ability to memorize data is far less a hallmark of intelligence than something much more foundational to our success as a species, and that’s the ability to make ourselves understood. What’s worse, our false belief in the power of facts is precisely what keeps so many of us from being heard.

			It was a lesson brought home to me when I went into one of the school’s 7th-grade English classes to help a group of twelve-year-olds experience for themselves the power of story versus facts. I had the perfect example, because my visit happened to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary of Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1964 War on Poverty and the Wall Street Journal had published competing editorials on the subject penned by two members of Congress: a congressman and a senator, one a Republican, the other a Democrat.

			The editorials ran side by side, and they were very different. I’m not talking about their ideological differences (because duh), but the difference in how they were presented.

			The kids gathered around, sitting on the floor, ready to listen as I read the opening few paragraphs of each editorial. The first one began:

			“In my three months as a senator, I have already seen firsthand that partisan debates in Washington can distract us from uniting around common-sense actions to address our most urgent needs.”

			It went on, with abstractions and statistics like: “I’m happy to hear more people talking about poverty. But we can’t fall prey to the debilitating simplicities of our seemingly binary political world.”

			And continued with (feel free to skim):

			“Data, not stultifying political or ideological rhetoric, must drive our agenda. So let’s be clear on the facts. The federal government’s half-century of effort has slashed poverty among seniors from 35% in 1960 to 9% in 2011; it has brought so-called ‘deep poverty’ (those living 50% below the poverty line) down to 5.3%; and it has cut overall poverty by a third, when you factor in tax credits and other payments, according to a recent report by the Council of Economic Advisers.”

			As I watched the kids’ body language, it was clear they were trying to listen. After all, I was a guest in their class, and they wanted to be polite. But the glazed look in their eyes said, “Huh?”

			Then I read from the second editorial, which began:

			“One day at Pulaski High School in Milwaukee, a fight broke out between two students. The staff separated them, but one of the students, a young woman named Marianna, refused to relent.”

			Suddenly, the kids were leaning in. That glazed look was gone. The story went on:

			“Then a call went out over the school radio for ‘Lulu’ to respond…Once she arrived, Lulu quickly defused the situation…Of all the people at Pulaski High—all the teachers and administrators—only one person got through to Marianna that day, and it was Lulu. ‘Lulu’ is Mrs. Louisa, one of five youth advisers in Pulaski High’s Violence-Free Zone program. Most of them are recent alumni who grew up in the inner city, and they have the scars to prove it. They’ve been part of gangs. They’ve seen violence firsthand. But they don’t have education degrees or state certification. They have something more important: credibility. The youth advisers understand what the students are going through because they’ve had the same struggles.”

			When I finished reading, I asked the students: “Which editorial got your attention?”

			The verdict was unanimous—it was the second one, the story.

			But when I asked, “Which one did you think was better?”, the answer surprised me.

			It was the first one.

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Because,” one student said, “that writer was much smarter.”

			“Okay,” I said, “but do any of you know what the writer was trying to say?”

			They blinked. The whole class shook their heads.

			“Do you remember anything that writer said?”

			Again, almost sheepishly, all heads shook. One kid piped up, “But he sure was smart!”

			And therein lies the problem: facts, charts, and data make us look smart, and they make us feel smart, but alone they don’t get our point across, nor do they make what we’re saying memorable. Which means they’re pretty much useless when it comes to helping us accomplish the thing that really does make us smart: the ability to communicate clearly, in a way that engages, persuades, and inspires.

			It’s something we all want. We long to be understood, to be heard, to have an effect on the world. As we’ll see, it’s built into our DNA.

			Unfortunately, the one thing missing from our genetic operating manual is a set of instructions on how to actually get our point across, and so we do what we’ve done since the dawn of language: we explain it. In detail. Often using analytical arguments, charts, graphs, statistics, and lots of intricate supporting data that tend to be more sleep-inducing than a handful of Ambien and a cup of warm cocoa. Your audience tunes out, turns away, and starts checking their phones or thinking about what they’re going to have for lunch. Suddenly what you wanted them to know, think about, or do has become background noise.

			Maddening, isn’t it?

			Like those seventh-graders, they’re not ignoring you on purpose. Chances are they have been trying to pay attention, but no matter how hard they do, their minds keep wandering off, like curious dogs on one of those extendable leashes.

			Before you begin beating yourself up, there’s something you should know: It’s not your fault, either. No doubt, just like that really smart senator, you did a bang-up job of passionately presenting the facts, data, and statistics; your reasoning, your PowerPoint slides, and your cost-benefit analysis were all spot-on. Your audience tuned out because that’s not how we’re wired to take in information, especially information aimed at motivating us to do something we’re not already doing.

			In other words, just like him, you were doomed from the start.

			Throw facts at us, we duck. Personify those same facts in a story, we lean in. Not by choice but because we’re biologically helpless against an effective story. That may sound like hyperbole, but it’s not. As behavioral scientist Dr. Jennifer Aaker points out, we are twenty-two times more likely to remember something we learned in a story over something someone explained to us. Understanding why that’s true is the key to harnessing the power of story and, ultimately, is what will allow you to zero in on how your audience processes everything you say.
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				Throw facts at us, we duck. Personify those facts in a story, we lean in.

			

			

			That’s why in this chapter we’ll explore how we’re hardwired to absorb information, how we make sense of it, and how we decide what to do as a result. Given that—unbeknownst to us—almost all the info we encounter is evaluated behind the scenes by our cognitive unconscious. From there we’ll dive into why we’re so blind to the power of story, neatly debunking the myth of objectivity, along with the notion that the purpose of story is to entertain. Finally, we’ll delve into the evolutionary purpose of story, which is just as crucial now as it was when our survival depended on belonging to a small, tight-knit tribe. Which, in many ways, it still does.

			The Unsung Glories of the Unconscious Brain

			I remember hearing once, years ago, that there was more information in a single Sunday New York Times than you learned over the course of your entire life during the Middle Ages. Right now even that feels quaint, so old timey, so analog. These days, information doesn’t wait for us to retrieve it from our doorstep and leaf through it at our leisure. Thanks to the internet, info is flung at us nonstop, from all sides. It can feel like a barrage, especially since the bulk of it is no longer curated, so not only is there exponentially more of it, but you often have no way of knowing the real agenda of the fact-thrower.

			Even more chilling: What comes at you over the internet is only a light sprinkle compared to the amount of real-world data that bombards your five senses every second. That number, as I pointed out in my first book, Wired for Story, is 11,000,000 bits of data. Try soaking that in: 11,000,000 bits of data coming at you every second. I know, it doesn’t sound possible. Imagine if you had to make sense of all those facts. Or if you had to consciously oversee every decision you make every day, given that it’s estimated we each make approximately 35,000 choices daily, 226 on food alone. No wonder it’s so hard to figure out what to have for dinner.

			The good news is that of those 35,000 daily decisions, only about 70 of them require our conscious deliberation. And I’m convinced the bulk of those 70 decisions are things like “Should I wear the yellow socks or the green ones?” In other words, unless you manufacture yellow socks, it doesn’t really matter. And those 11,000,000 bits of data hitting our senses? Our brain has the capacity to be tangentially aware of no more than about 40 choice bits of them at a time. When it comes to actually focusing on them, the number plunges into single digits.

			So, given that we’ve gone from 11,000,000 down to, say, 4, those few things we focus on must be pretty important. And they are. To us, that is. The finely tuned filter that your brain uses to screen every fact lobbed at you is quite simple: Is it relevant to me at this moment? Will it affect me in some way? Do I need to pay attention to it? Because if not, your brain has 10,999,999 other bits of info to sift through, lest something super important sneak in under the radar and punch you square in the nose.

			That radar is what neuroscientists call our cognitive unconscious. Imagine it as a tireless champion constantly watching over you, trying to keep track of what matters and what doesn’t, and keeping you informed. This, of course, flies in the face of what common sense tells us: that our conscious brain makes these calls. After all, we make conscious decisions all day long. It’s something we take pride in, and rightly so. Trouble is, the thinking part of your brain—the part that mulls over those four things your cognitive unconscious yanked out of the millions of irrelevancies vying for your attention—is very, very slow. It takes a surprising amount of concentration, stamina, and energy to make even the simplest decision. As Yuval Noah Harari points out in his book Sapiens, your brain is a mere 2 percent of your body weight, yet when you concentrate, it consumes 25 percent of your energy. In fact, thinking hard actually burns calories—clearly not enough calories, but still.

			Your thinking brain is there to figure out how to handle things that your cognitive unconscious doesn’t automatically know the answer to, like whether the thirty-year fixed rate mortgage will cost you more in the long-term than the fifteen-year floating rate. Or, in eons past, figuring out where to hide so the hungry lion wouldn’t find you, and once said lion has galloped past, how to band together with other humans to turn the tables on all such predators.

			This is no small feat and is often touted as our crowning achievement. The ability to reason, to ponder, to wonder, to analyze is rather glorious, and we couldn’t be having this conversation if we didn’t have the capacity to think about things. The problem is, we tend to believe that our thinking brain does the work all on its own, starting from scratch, and that is simply not the case. While what our thinking brain does is crucial, almost all of the heavy lifting is carried out backstage, in the dark, where we aren’t aware of it. Without the unsung vigilance of our ever-present cognitive unconscious, staying alive would be a far dicier proposition.

			For instance, imagine you’re driving home from work, you round a bend and up ahead you see a wall of red taillights. If you had to rely on your thinking brain to reason it out, you’d think: Hmmm, red lights. Probably means those cars have slowed down. No wait, upon further empirical observation, I realize that they’ve stopped, and, gee, I’m going pretty fast. I guess I better put my foot on the… and by then you’d be impaled in the backseat of the car in front of you. But that would never happen because your cognitive unconscious has your back. In fact, if sometimes it feels as if your foot is stomping on the brake before your conscious mind has registered those red taillights, you’re right. Neuroscience has discovered that our cognitive unconscious often takes control and makes the first move. That’s because it evolved with one goal: to keep us alive and breathing with our sense of self happily intact. Without its ability to zero in on what matters and totally ignore the endless tsunami of irrelevant facts, figures, and data that surround us, we would have long since drowned in TMI while our conscious mind was furiously playing catch up.

			Similarly, unless you know why your call to action—that change you’re asking someone to make—matters to your audience, your beautifully orchestrated pitch is going to be swept away by that same tsunami, where it will be swallowed by an ocean of unnoticed flotsam, jetsam, discarded facts, and bobbing plastic containers.

			But before you can figure out exactly what matters to your audience (something we will do in Part Two), the question is: how do they know what matters to them? How do we? If our cognitive unconscious is always one step ahead of us, trying to make sure we get what we want, how does it know what that even is? The answer is simple. It knows our story, inside and out.

			What Matters?

			It turns out story far predates written language and evolved as an essential survival tool long before it was misclassified as “fiction” and seen as the purview of novels, movies, binge-worthy streaming video, and well-told lies. We didn’t invent story; we discovered it. It was already there because it is the lens through which our brain analyzes everything. That’s why in the beginning, story had nothing to do with fiction. Instead, it started as our go-to way of evaluating the meaning of everything we encountered based on one question: How is this going to affect me, given my agenda?

			In the beginning that agenda was humble: physical survival. These days, there’s a bit more to it than that. Sure, we still want to live to see the dawn, but in a nice house, with a loving family, a good job, and maybe a little money in the bank.

			We are the protagonist in our own life story, and we assess everything we encounter—whether physical, conceptual, or social—based on the effect it will have on us. It’s like the pre-flight announcement to “put your oxygen mask on first, before helping those around you.” After all, if you can’t breathe, what good are you to anyone else? You have to come first; evolution wouldn’t have it any other way.

			Our survival is a mission our cognitive unconscious never deviates from. It is loyal to us to the death. That’s why in any given situation the metric it uses to determine the meaning of what’s happening is: Will this help me or hurt me?

			We need its help because the facts we encounter, in and of themselves, are neutral. For instance, if I told you that it’s pouring rain, would it mean anything to you? I’m guessing not much, other than, “Damn, I knew I should have brought my umbrella.” Unless, that is, you’re a farmer in the midst of an epic three-year-drought who is about to lose land that’s been in your family for generations. Then you might be out there singing and dancing in that rain. But if it’s the day of your beloved son’s elaborate, long-awaited outdoor wedding, you might be curled up inside, sobbing.

			Then again, that farmer might be the one who’s sobbing. Hell, maybe she never wanted to be a farmer in the first place, and the drought was about to force her stodgy family to finally sell the farm. And as for the father of the groom, he might have thought his son was making a big mistake, so he’s secretly delighted it’s pouring, hoping it will give the lad an eleventh-hour chance to come to his senses.

			One fact: rain. Five completely different meanings—each one dependent not on the downpour itself but on how it will hurt or help the protagonist, given what they want. As you can see, meaning is subjective and always determined by context. Story is what provides that context, whether it’s the story we tell ourselves or a story someone else spins.

			When you have no idea how or why or even if something will affect you, it becomes one of those 10,999,960 facts your cognitive unconscious filters out, along with algebra and the periodic table they told you it was so important to memorize back in high school. Without a context to give a fact relevance, that fact has no emotional resonance, and therefore no meaning.

			That’s why the secret to getting your point across, to feeling heard and understood—and, let’s admit it, powerful—is first to understand why story rules our life, and then tap into its unparalleled transformative power of persuasion.

			So why aren’t we doing that already? There are two main reasons.

			The Objectivity Myth

			The first reason we overlook the power of story is because, although we think in narrative, we don’t tend to perceive it as such. Instead, we believe that we’re seeing things “objectively”—that is, the way anyone would (well, anyone as sane, smart, and savvy as we are)—rather than “subjectively,” as defined by what our very specific life has primed us to see. That’s why what sometimes appears to you as a clear-cut, illuminating fact that demands instant action might leave someone else scratching their head and wondering what on earth you’re talking about. While this might sound obvious in the abstract, out there in the field it’s easy to forget. It’s like the old joke David Foster Wallace tells in This Is Water: An older fish asks two young fish, “How’s the water?” and as she swims away, one young fish turns to the other and says, “What the hell is water?”

			Our subjective story is the water we’re swimming in. It’s only by understanding exactly how and why your personal narrative colors everything you see that you can make your point irresistibly relevant to someone else’s story.

			So far we’ve been talking about our own personal “inside” story, but there’s another facet of story that we misunderstand. While story is how we’re wired to make strategic sense of everything that has happened to us from the second we’re born up to right this very minute, story is also what we use to anticipate what might happen to us in the future, catapulting us into a world that is often affectionately dubbed—and thus dismissed—as “make-believe.”

			This brings us to the second reason we’re unaware of story’s overwhelming power. Story comes wrapped in a cloak of entertainment, obscuring the serious muscle beneath the flash and dazzle of a good time.

			Now That’s Entertainment!

			Given how potent story is when it comes to changing how we see things, you’d think we’d recognize its power. Instead, that power has been hiding in plain sight since the dawn of time. We’ve had advanced societies that didn’t have the wheel, indoor plumbing, or shoes, but story is a human universal—which should have tipped us off there was more to it than just a great way to spend a Saturday night.

			The reason we tend to believe the whole point of a story is escapism is because it feels so incredibly good to get lost in one. We come home after a hard day at work, of doing real things in the real world, and what do we do? We turn on the TV, start watching a movie, or pick up a novel because we want to veg out and leave the trials and tribulations of reality behind. It’s our well-earned reward for doing something that matters in the rough-and-tumble world.

			And story obliges. Getting caught up in a story presses the pause button and puts all our nattering concerns on hold. That’s why it’s so easy to see it as mere entertainment. Sure, we think, our lives would be far duller without all those stories, but we would have survived just fine, because let’s face it, story is just mind candy. I mean, it’s not like it serves an actual purpose or anything.

			This couldn’t be further from the truth.

			As I pointed out in Wired for Story, story was more crucial to our evolution than our much touted—and admittedly beloved—opposable thumbs. All our thumbs do is let us hang on. Story tells us what to hang on to.

			Think of story as the world’s first virtual reality, minus the geeky visor. Without story, all we would ever be aware of is what’s happening right now, in the moment. We wouldn’t even know there was a tomorrow, let alone be able to speculate on what dangers or delights might be lurking there. How could we, because without stories we wouldn’t have a past either, so how would we know what’s dangerous or delightful anyway? We’d not only get in a whole peck of trouble, we wouldn’t have survived long enough as a species to have a story to tell.
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			Stories are simulations that allow us—from the safety of our own cave or La-Z-Boy recliner—to try out difficult situations we haven’t yet had to face, as well as imagine enticing possibilities we aren’t sure are worth the risk. Our goal? To see what it would feel like and what we would need to learn in order to survive.

			Like, I see some red berries over there. They look delicious, and I’m starving. And did I mention it’s the Stone Age, so I can’t go to the market, buy a frozen burrito, take it home, and nuke it? But I heard this story about the Neanderthal next door who chowed down on a handful of those berries. They said she was foaming at the mouth and writhing on the ground before she died. I mean, she died, and that should be enough, but it also sounded really painful. So I guess I’ll forgo the berries and make do with a couple of cold, stale beetles and live to see the dawn.

			In other words, story was so seminal, so crucial to our survival that nature saw to it that it was enjoyable so we would pay attention and not eat the red berries. Story feels good for the same reason food tastes good and sex feels good, because without it we couldn’t survive. And that great feeling we get when we’re lost in a story? It’s not ephemeral, it’s not arbitrary, and it’s not pleasure for pleasure’s sake. It’s the biological hook, the lure that paralyzes us, making the real world go away so we can fully experience the world of the story. That feeling is a surge of the neurotransmitter dopamine, triggered by the intense curiosity an effective story instantly engenders. It’s your brain’s way of rewarding you for following your curiosity and finding out how the story ends, because you just might learn something you need to know.

			And to make sure we don’t slither out of a story’s grasp before that happens—and eat the damn red berries anyway—story instantly activates two other neurotransmitters: cortisol, triggered by the anxiety we feel for the story’s protagonist (Don’t eat the berries; if you do, you’ll croak!) and oxytocin, which makes us care about them (I don’t want you to croak. Please, eat the beetles instead.).

			Story is a survival mechanism, and clearly a crucial one, evolutionarily speaking. Because back in the day, your brain was taking quite a risk by slipping out of the real world and getting lost in a story. Today the worst thing that can happen if you get sucked into a riveting story until the wee hours is that you’re tired and a little cranky in the morning (although, getting caught up reading the latest tweet storm on your phone while crossing the street can indeed be deadly). But in the Stone Age, getting distracted anywhere, at any time, was inherently dangerous. That means that the benefit of succumbing to story had to be pretty powerful.

			It was. The inside information stories provided often meant the difference between life and death.

			I Pledge Allegiance to My Tribe and the Story for Which It Stands

			We’re wired to come to every story we encounter—from whispers at the water cooler and snippets overheard in the lunchroom, to gossip, rumors, and Sunday morning sermons—asking one unconscious question: What am I going to learn here that will help me make it through the night? What will I learn that will help me survive in the physical world and, more importantly, what will I learn that will help me survive the social world? Without a close-knit social world—a tribe—we would still be somewhere in the middle of nature’s pecking order, rather than top dog.

			Our need to belong, to be part of a group, is just as biologically driven as our need for food, water, and oxygen. Sure, once we’d pretty much gotten the hang of the basic physical world—we knew better than to walk off a cliff, and we had a rudimentary understanding of where we stood on the food chain—evolution could have called it a day. But if we were going to master the world, there was no escaping the fact that we would have to band together. That meant we needed to learn how to do what we’ve all been advised to do since kindergarten: work well with others.

			In order to accommodate that change, our brain had its last big growth spurt about 100,000 years ago, when the innate need to be part of a group was built into our neural wiring. This, as neuroscientist Matthew D. Lieberman astutely points out in his book Social, is the opposite of what we tend to believe about the brain: “Most of us have been taught that our big brains evolved to enable us to do abstract reasoning.…But increasing evidence suggests that one of the primary drivers behind our brains becoming enlarged was to facilitate our social cognitive skills—our ability to interact and get along well with others. All these years we have assumed the smartest among us have particularly strong analytical skills. But from an evolutionary perspective, perhaps the smartest among us are those with the best social skills.”

			It was our ability to work together to figure out how to use our analytic skills to accomplish future goals, like living to see the dawn, that catapulted us to the top of the food chain. Indeed, according to Yuval Noah Harari, “Evolution thus favored those capable of forming strong social ties.” Neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga echoes that in his book Human: “We are social to the core. There is no way around the fact. Our big brains are there primarily to deal with social matters, not to see, to feel, or to cogitate about the second law of thermodynamics.”

			As we’ll see throughout this book, social intelligence—often mistakenly marginalized as a “soft skill”—is precisely what stories impart, and why they are so potent. We rip through every story we hear, hunting for insight into what other people might be thinking, feeling, believing—regardless of what they say out loud. Which brings us to the most potent truth of all: We don’t turn to story to escape reality; we turn to story to navigate reality. And there’s no escaping the fact that much of our reality is shaped by other people, all of whom have their own story.
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			But until recently—evolutionarily speaking that is—our stories weren’t all that different. They couldn’t be. Because up until about ten thousand years ago, the world we lived in was pretty much of the what-you-see-is-what-you-get variety. Everything happened in real time, and we lived in groups that, according to evolutionary psychologist Robin Dunbar, didn’t exceed 150 people, even on holidays.

			Those 150 people were our tribe, and our day-to-day physical survival meant working with them in lifelong, tight-knit social groups, where what we did was constantly on view, making lying about it a rather risky venture. Surely someone had seen what really happened and would gleefully waste no time letting everyone else know—the prehistoric equivalent of a viral video. That’s how gossip—yep, more stories—was born.

			In fact, while we’ve given gossip a negative rap, scientists believe it served a crucial evolutionary purpose, keeping members of those early societies accountable. They had to be because the tribe shared a single, basic objective: live to see tomorrow. Their goals were clear, concrete, and immediate: hunt or starve, find water or die of thirst, avoid predators or be flayed. To achieve those goals, they had to work together. If someone didn’t pull their weight, the consequence of their deception was not only obvious, it could have a dire effect on the entire tribe. Being found out meant being ostracized—a deadly price to pay.

			Then as now, the intense fear of social pain can keep us from deviating from our tribe’s belief system. Says Naomi Eisenberger, director of UCLA’s Social and Affective Neuroscience Laboratory, “The significance of social pain goes back to evolution. Throughout history, we depended on other people for survival: they nurtured us, helped to gather food, and provided protection against predators and enemy tribes. Social relationships literally kept us alive. Perhaps, then, just like physical pain, the pain of rejection evolved as a signal of threat to our lives. And perhaps nature, taking a clever shortcut, simply ‘borrowed’ the existing mechanism for physical pain instead of creating a new one from scratch, which is how broken bones and broken hearts ended up so intimately interconnected in our brains.”

			Because of our innate impulse to remain true to our tribe, a request that asks us to act in opposition to our tribe’s beliefs comes across as a threat. It doesn’t matter a whit if everything you say is totally, completely fact-based—as far as we’re concerned, what you’ve really said is: “Put up your dukes.”

			However, when a story tailored to your audience’s worldview makes the same point, it can not only spur the change you’re hoping for, but inspire them to champion your cause to their entire tribe.

			
				THE TAKEAWAYS

				

				The brain has ground rules for what info it will allow us to pay attention to, let alone retain. Story, however, comes equipped with an evergreen backstage pass, the better to whisk that info into our long-term memory. That’s why, when you begin creating your story later in this book, it pays to remember that:

				
						
						Every second so much info is lobbed at us that our brain filters out everything that isn’t relevant to us. Enter our cognitive unconscious, the gatekeeper standing guard, blocking data it deems unnecessary for our survival.

					

						
						We approach everything asking one question: Given my agenda, will this help me, or will it hurt me? If the answer is neither, it’s white noise.

					

						
						Story is a survival mechanism, allowing us to make sense of both the past and the present, and so envision the future in order to plan for the dangers and delights that await us. Story is thus the language of the brain.

					

						
						Increasing evidence reveals that our brain didn’t evolve so we’d get better at abstract reasoning, but so that we could better read other people. Our goal? To further bond with our tribe, without doing something stupid, lest we risk getting put on a permanent time-out.
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			FORGET THE FACTS

			“A wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.”

			—HERBERT SIMON, WINNER OF THE NOBEL MEMORIAL PRIZE IN ECONOMIC SCIENCES

			

			Facts feel comforting because they seem sturdy, unemotional, impartial, perfectly logical, the very definition of something we can count on. Facts, after all, are objective, which the dictionary defines as “not dependent on the mind for existence; actual.” In other words: the indisputable rock-solid truth. Unfortunately, there always seems to be some soft, squishy bit involved, and that’s what the fact actually means to us.

			
					
					FACT: The Earth’s atmosphere is warming. (Sure, but humans aren’t causing it.)

				

					
					FACT: Human beings landed on the moon. (Yeah, right. You actually believe that movie-set footage?)

				

					
					FACT: Eating a healthy diet, not smoking, and getting enough exercise is the key to a long life. (What about my granddad? He drank like a fish, smoked like chimney, subsisted on bologna, and lived to be 105.)

				

			

			As we touched on in the last chapter, what we don’t tend to realize is that we—and everyone else—view “objective” through our own subjective lens, our own personal narrative. And so while the fact itself may not depend on our mind for its existence, the meaning of the fact sure does. The ferocity of political debate makes it abundantly clear that each of us sees a very different so-called objective reality. But since our biology blinds us to our own subjectivity—it’s the water we swim in—when we smack up against someone who disagrees with our interpretation of the facts, we sagely think: If only I could get them to understand what’s really happening here, we’d all agree. So I’ll just explain it to them one more time. That is, if we don’t get so mad we storm off in a reassuring cloud of righteous indignation. I know I’ve done that more times than I’d care to admit.

			But guess what? Since the facts mean something entirely different to them, they think we’re the blind one.

			The good news is that they are listening to you. The bad news is they’re listening in order to frame their counterargument so, when you stop talking, they can explain it to you. Take a deep breath, because here’s the thing: they’re not doing it because they’re obstinate—in fact, chances are, they’re not even aware they’re doing it. Blame it on their neural wiring.

			Once we believe something, we don’t think it’s a belief. We think it’s a fact—one that everyone else can see, if they’d only open their damn eyes. That’s why you can’t fight facts with facts. It’s not the facts themselves that are the problem, it’s the subjective meaning your audience reads into the facts that keeps them from hearing what you’re really saying. And, as hard as it may be to hear, vice versa.

			That’s why before you can begin to create the story that will change how your audience sees the world, you need to first understand where on earth that subjective meaning comes from if not from hard, cold facts. Otherwise you run the risk of inadvertently doing exactly what we’re talking about here: mistaking the meaning that you read into facts as objective rather than subjective.

			Thus in this chapter, we’ll explore what studies have uncovered about exactly how we’re wired to resist anyone who tries to challenge our beliefs. We’ll explore the science behind why it is that facts give the reassuring illusion of objectivity, which in turn causes us to misread their power. We’ll also see how story transforms facts into something we automatically absorb into our own belief system, often without being aware of it.

			But first, we need to understand the truth about how we respond to facts—in their “factual” form.

			The Facts About Facts

			Our brain has neatly categorized facts into four distinct groups:

			
					
					NEUTRAL FACTS: These are facts that, as far as we can see, have no current relevance to us, which we are wired to deftly ignore. (Bubble gum contains rubber; Howdy Doody had forty-eight freckles.)

				

					
					WARNING FACTS: These facts represent something that’s clearly about to harm us, whether literally (Lion—run!), or socially (If mom finds out you wrecked the car, you’ll be grounded for life!).

				

					
					VALIDATING FACTS: These facts support something we already believe (I knew chocolate is actually good for you).

				

					
					CONFLICTING FACTS: These facts directly oppose what we know to be true (What do you mean the Earth is round? Whose Kool-Aid have you been drinking?).

				

			

			It’s reactions like that last one that cause us sane people to earnestly marshal all the salient facts and figures to prove, once and for all, that the world is not flat—facts that validate what we think is true (In this case, we’re right. Right?). And, it’s those same facts and figures that Flat Earthers then go to passionate lengths to prove utterly false—never once giving a moment’s thought as to whether or not we might actually have a point. The result? We walk away feeling that we’ve neatly debunked their ridiculous notion, completely unaware that the only thing we’ve convinced them of is that we are, indeed, tragically misinformed.

			Using facts to try to change someone’s mind about something they fervently believe at best leads to misunderstandings, at worst to fisticuffs—because as we’ll see in the next chapter, facts that counter our most deeply held beliefs instantly trigger anger, hence the phrase “those are fighting words.” Fighting words they may be; not because of the incendiary nature of the facts themselves, but because of the narrative your audience spins around them. These are the facts you most want to avoid, whether straight up, or in your story.

			Neutral facts don’t fare much better. They might be completely, objectively, no-doubt-about-it true, but they will have no actual effect on us. Consider the fact that it’s 238,900 miles from the Earth to the moon, or that the first recorded use of amber as a color name in English was in 1500, or…Hey, wake up! I’m talking to you!

			If you dozed off, it’s because your brain put its foot down and asked a very logical question: Why should I care? And it isn’t a flip question. As neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga says, “Every decision is funneled through the approach-or-withdraw mode in the brain: Is it safe or not?” And here’s the fine print: not just safe in general but safe given our specific agenda.

			Keeping ourselves safe is a demanding job, leaving us no time for abstract, conceptual, or neutral facts, regardless of how important someone else (even you) may believe those facts to be. Plus, think about what you’re being asked to do when someone gives you a fact: think about it, decide what it means, then put it into a context and tell yourself a story about it so you can figure out if, and why, it matters to you at all. That sounds like a lot of (unpaid) work. And as neuroscientist Paul Zak points out in Cerebrum, “Attention is a scarce neural resource because it is metabolically costly to a brain that needs to conserve resources.” Our attention is reserved for things that do matter to us, and we’d be fools to waste it on anything else.

			You know what that means? All that trouble you got into for not paying attention in middle school, it wasn’t you—it wasn’t even a choice—it was your brain’s fault. Because here’s the thing: Even when you try to pay attention to something that feels totally irrelevant—like memorizing every American president from George Washington until now (with bonus points for including Chester A. Arthur)—it’s only when the teacher calls on you that you realize what you’re actually focused on is wondering how much longer until lunch. You know, something that does matter, especially on pizza day.

			And yet, from elementary school on, we’re presented with facts as if, because they’re objectively true, they will matter to us. They may very well have a major impact on us if we don’t take immediate action, but without a story to put them into context, how would we know?

			It’s a problem I’ve experienced firsthand. Years ago, I gave a talk on the power of story to a group from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) that was responsible for writing the scripts for their educational installation, Science On a Sphere. According to their website, it’s “a room-sized, global display system that uses computers and video projectors to display planetary data onto a six-foot-diameter sphere, analogous to a giant animated globe.” Can you picture that? (Me neither.) Instead, imagine going into a darkened room, and at its center is what appears to be a huge floating globe—it’s the Earth and it’s glowing, alive with oceans, storms, typhoons, and glorious sunsets.

			Okay, now for the real problem. The NOAA’s goal was first to captivate the audience—and the hovering orb itself did a good job of that—and then, once the people were captivated, to help them grasp the very real, genuinely terrifying impending consequences of climate change. And—don’t laugh—the scientists couldn’t understand why sentences like the following didn’t seem to do the trick: “Carbon dioxide will increase, reaching levels of 717 ppm in the year 2100, which is almost double the carbon dioxide concentration in the year 2000. This model predicts an 8.8°F increase in North America and a 5.2°F increase globally.”

			Is it a good thing or a bad thing? And, hey, since I’m not a fan of wearing sweaters, a mere eight-degree increase sounds okay to me. Not that I’d have listened long enough to get to the part about the temperature increase, mind you. The scientists were dumbfounded. How could such incendiary facts not instantly grab their audience and make people swear off plastic, SUVs, burgers, and long, hot showers forever?

			It would be easy to be smug about their seemingly naive interpretation, if it weren’t for the fact that we do the same thing all the time. As Michael Gazzaniga points out, “People tend to think that others know and believe what they know and believe and also tend to overestimate the knowledge of others.” This tendency is known as the “curse of knowledge,” which basically boils down to once you know something, it’s nigh on impossible to put yourself into the mind of someone who doesn’t. It is a phenomenon brilliantly demonstrated by Stanford psychology student Elizabeth Newton in her 1990 PhD thesis, with a game aptly called “the tappers and the listeners.”

			Newton was researching the notion that we “assume that others will define situations as we do.” In other words, we take for granted that other people see the same world we do and read the same meaning into everything that happens in it. So she divided study participants into two groups: tappers and listeners. It was a tapper’s job to tap out a simple song—think “Yankee Doodle Dandy” or “Happy Birthday”—to a listener, who would then attempt to name that tune!

			But first the tappers were asked to guess what percentage of listeners they thought would get it right. They were such simple, recognizable songs, how hard could it be? The tappers, on average, were sure that at least 50 percent of the listeners would nail it. And the other 50 percent? Well, what can you say about someone who can’t even recognize “Happy Birthday”?

			A lot, apparently. Out of 120 tries, listeners got it right only three times. Not to rub it in, but that’s a success rate of a meager 2.5 percent. The tappers were perplexed.

			How could they be so wrong? What the tappers had failed to consider is that when they tapped out the song, they were expertly performing “Happy Birthday” in their head. Says Newton, “The tapping does not interfere with the melody; the tapping, rather, complements the melody and becomes an integral part of the performance.

			“Your audience, meanwhile, is not privy to your mental performance and must focus exclusively on your tapping. What you imagine to be a meaningfully held note is, to your audience, merely an absence of tapping. A tap, outside of the vivid musical context into which you have incorporated it, is just a tap.”

			That is what you risk when you lead with facts, like those NOAA scientists. I’m sure they thought those stats would instantly conjure up images of melting ice caps, food shortages, mass migrations—an uninhabitable Earth, basically. However, all the audience heard were a bunch of seemingly random numbers and measurements and percentages—neutral facts that told no story at all and so had no discernible meaning. At best it left them thinking, Gee, I know those scientists were trying to tell me something important, but I have no idea what.

			The facts that do grab our attention are the ones that have a clear, concise, concrete consequence we can see. Such a fact doesn’t even have to affect us personally. It can still grab us by the throat if it touches our belief system, how we see ourselves, and how we want to be seen by those whose opinions we value—that is, our tribe, where social standing is everything. As in, if my four-year-old, Daisy, adores polar bears, maybe I shouldn’t eat so many burgers, because climate change is about to turn the Arctic Circle into a sauna, and when she grows up, she’ll blame me.

			The only type of fact that, by itself, spurs immediate action is one that conveys undeniable imminent danger—from the decidedly deadly, “OMG, that asteroid is heading straight for the backyard!” to the merely mundane, “I wouldn’t eat that cake if I were you. Dad mistook salt for sugar again.”

			Validating facts are also readily absorbed, because we already have the framework to unpack them, and they confirm something we already believe—which makes us feel smart. In other words, the facts fit into our own subjective narrative. Facts like that work wonders—if your goal is to support your audience’s status quo.

			And it’s not. The entire point of your pitch, your ad campaign, your donor ask, is to persuade your audience to do something they’re not already doing. In other words, to change. Which, as we’ll see in the next chapter, is definitely possible, but not easy. Not because we’re thick-headed or ornery but, rather, because eons of experience taught our biology that changing the status quo can be quite deadly.

			That’s why facts that challenge the status quo are met with instant resistance.

			The key point is that it’s not the fact itself—the ask, the change, the point—that catapults us into fighting mode; it’s how the fact fits into our own personal narrative. Think of your audience’s personal narrative as the decoder ring they use to make sense of everything, the better to guard against what it has decided are false facts.

			You know, fake news.

			Decoding Our Decoder Ring

			Just where does our decoder ring get the info by which it then interprets the present? From the past. Turns out nearly all the meaning we read into things isn’t built into our brain a priori, and isn’t inherently true. Nope. It’s there because our life, experience by experience, taught us how things work—often the hard way—so that we’ll survive and, hopefully, thrive in whatever tribe we happen to be born into. We’re wired with the built-in ability to adapt to our circumstances, to take the tribe’s truths as our truths and act accordingly.

			For instance, take the idea that pink is for girls and blue is for boys. If you dress your baby boy in pink, well, that’s unmanly, society decrees—and it probably says something about you, too. Here’s the irony: According to our same society, the pink/blue gender designation used to be the exact opposite, as per a June 1918 article from the trade publication Earnshaw’s Infants’ Department, which said, “The generally accepted rule is pink for the boys, and blue for the girls. The reason is that pink, being a more decided and stronger color, is more suitable for the boy, while blue, which is more delicate and dainty, is prettier for the girl.” (Talk about the culturally defined gender roles baked into that statement.) It wasn’t until the 1940s and 1950s that the “story” behind the colors completely reversed.

			Think we’ve left that notion behind? I was at a spring festival recently, standing in a long line to buy a basket so that the kids could collect eggs, and ahead of me were a man and his young son. When the boy eagerly pointed to the basket he wanted, his father glanced at it, then sternly said, “No. That one has a pink stripe on it. We’ll get the other one.” I mean, you had to squint to see the thin pink line, but that father was having none of it.

			It’s easy to vilify that dad, which was my first impulse. But then I thought about it with the help of a calm, insightful friend, who pointed out that in the world the dad grew up in, a boy might be ruthlessly teased and ostracized for picking such a basket. What father would wish that on his son? His decoder ring told him that he needed to shut down that potential threat to his offspring’s future success right then and there—and, of course, a threat to our offspring is a huge evolutionary trigger all by itself.

			What the dad hadn’t realized is that the world he grew up in (or thought he grew up in, via the stories he was told), no longer exists. Or, at the very least, it’s in the process of changing, in part because people are recognizing that these sorts of gender norms are not only confining (“Hey, can my kid have blue and pink? and maybe orange and green too?”), but they are also nothing but social constructs.

			It’s not just cultural beliefs that we take as objective fact—we also internalize what our culture has found necessary to survive physically. For instance, if you grew up in Ghana, you might relish crunching into a fat, juicy termite; in Thailand, sucking down a wriggling worm is normal. For me having grown up in the United States, the mere thought of either makes my skin crawl. That’s not because there’s something objectively wrong with these dietary choices—in fact, insects are a great source of protein (apparently). But, sheesh, I was raised to squish bugs while chomping on a burger, which, when you think about it, isn’t all that different. In fact, you could make an argument that eating the ground up-flesh of dead cows is a tad grosser. Not to mention that, unlike stomping on bugs, few of us would have the stomach to actually slaughter a cow, however fond we might be of burgers.

			And yet, ewww, worms.

			Plus there’s the emotional and spiritual realm to consider when it comes to using our decoder rings to interpret otherwise “objective” facts. Someone reading this in India might be thinking, “Wait, you eat beef? Don’t you know cows are sacred?” Not to mention those who find the eating of any animal cruel and inhumane. And here’s the thing: each group is sure that they’re right. While that much might be utterly obvious, here’s the fine print: we tend to think that those who disagree with us have decided to believe in what they hold dear, and so when presented with logical evidence to the contrary, they can—and will—decide to change their mind.

			The very notion that we’re wired to weigh the evidence, objectively, dispassionately, and then decide what to believe based on nothing but “empirical evidence” is itself a false belief that many cultures see as a cornerstone of human nature. As neuroscientist Tali Sharot points out in The Influential Mind, “As it turns out, while we adore data, the currency by which our brains access said data and make decisions is very different from the currency many of us believe our brains should use [italics mine]. The problem with an approach that prioritizes information and logic is that it ignores the core of what makes you and me human: our motives, our fears, our hopes and desires.” It’s that “should use” that’s so damning—so many of us have been led to believe that using nothing but pure data to make decisions is not only possible, but preferable, giving rise to the notion that making a decision based on anything but objective logic is a character flaw, a weakness.

			Here’s the surprising, not to mention reassuring, truth: Evolution wisely knew that, by itself, analytical thinking wouldn’t get us far. Sure, it’s an ability that seems to set us apart from other species, but, as we know, what gave us the power to take over the world was something else altogether.

			It turns out, our crowning glory isn’t critical thinking; it’s our ability to work well with others. That’s why from birth onward, our decoder ring tracks what things mean according to our tribe, so that we’re always primed to act in concert with the tribe’s beliefs, thus ensuring our survival. And to be really sure we were all on the same page, back when nature rewired our brain about 100,000 years ago, included was a neurological tweak that would give rise to a tool far more sophisticated and powerful than all the arrowheads, rock hammers, and slingshots put together: language. Our knack for making and communicating the subjective meaning of  “objective facts” is what allowed us to band together, plan our next move, and well—here we are.

			Why Even Objective Facts Can Feel Like Lies

			The problem is that until recently there wasn’t much need for us to differentiate between an “objective” fact and our subjective interpretation of it. Why? Because the world we evolved in was extremely limited and didn’t change much, if at all—so as we know, what we saw was pretty much what we got. Sounds boring, but it wasn’t, because what we got was a world of scarce food and water, harsh weather, and roving predators way bigger and more deadly than us, which made survival a rather demanding full-time job, requiring round-the-clock vigilance without so much as a coffee break or a nap.

			Because the strategic info that experience taught us was so reliable and unchanging, and because our tribes were so small, isolated, and homogeneous, for eons our subjective worldview and the world itself were just about one and the same. A lion will always see you as a tasty snack, so it’s always a good idea to run. Once life taught us a lesson, it made biological sense to encode it in our cognitive unconscious as an objective fact. Because, really, who was going to challenge it? Not the world at large, and certainly not the members of our tribe, without whom we couldn’t survive. Hey, it really does take a village. And because working together was the key to our survival, our tribal identity became our personal identity, as defined by the beliefs we shared. It was a brutally straightforward world, so survival demanded that everyone in the tribe wear pretty much the same decoder ring.

			That world had a good run. But once we got really, really adept at working together, we realized we could outsmart those predators and grow our own damn food, so we stopped running, put down roots, and began changing everything we could get our hands on. We’ve spent the past 10,000 years doing just that, exposing the one flaw in evolution: it moves very, very slowly. While we’ve exponentially altered our physical and cultural environment—from figuring out how to deftly step out of the food chain to how to robocall billions of people in a nanosecond, offering to refinance their mortgage—there’s one thing we can’t change quickly: our neural wiring.

			The world we evolved to navigate and the one we find ourselves in now are two very different places. The irony is that by learning to work together so damn well we were able to then break into millions of tribes—no longer defined solely by geographic location—defined by religion, wealth, political affiliation, and favorite song from the sixties. Now each tribe has its own distinctive decoder ring, and each of us has our own unique version if it—and it keeps changing all the time. That’s why in a world as diverse, complex, and dynamic as the globalized one we’ve created, facts are no longer as simple, concrete, and static as they once seemed.

			Hell, we don’t even have a way to know if a fact is tethered to actual reality or not. Back in the day, a rock was just a rock, and if someone said a rock is a feather, proving them wrong was as easy as smashing them over the head with it. Today, we often have no way of proving whether or not a fact is true because we don’t have the complex knowledge to figure it out ourselves. Do you know how to figure out if the Hadron Collider really might create a low-velocity micro black hole that could lead to the destruction of the Earth? Me neither, and apparently that’s a real concern for some. (And not just the sort who believe the Earth is flat.)

			On top of that, today’s proven fact may become tomorrow’s complete fallacy and back again. Eggs are good for you. Don’t eat eggs unless you want to have a heart attack by the time you’re…(clutch chest and keel over). Hold on there, eggs aren’t so bad after all. No, wait…oh, to hell with it, I’m going to have pancakes. Yes, yes, gluten free, of course.

			So it’s not surprising that, as Belgian cyberneticist Francis Heylighen notes in the journal, The Information Society, today “individuals are forced to consider more information and opportunities than they can effectively process. This information overload is made worse by ‘data smog,’ the proliferation of low-quality information because of easy publication.” (Hello social media, I’m talking to you.)

			Our neural wiring evolved to help us survive based on a largely static world that no longer exists. And because we’ve so outpaced evolution, good luck ever catching up. This leaves us with a biological legacy that trips us up big time: once experience teaches us the meaning of something—from what our parents solemnly intoned as true, to the stories we inhaled, to things that actually happened to us—we encode it as near immutable fact, and it becomes part of who we are. Once we believe something—down to the belief that my toothpaste is better than yours (and it is)—it becomes part of our identity, so to challenge it is to challenge both us and our tribe. In other words, it registers as a threat.

			That’s why, while we’re skeptical of facts that are meant to show us something new, what really gets us riled up are facts that challenge what we already believe. We’re wired to instantly resist those facts—often as if our life depended on it. Because, according to our biology, it does.

			To Hell with Sticks and Stones; Watch Out for Incoming Words

			The main reason for our “put up your dukes” reaction to ideas that challenge us is simple. As I pointed out in Wired for Story, we’re wired to resist change, often at all costs, because evolutionarily speaking, in almost every instance, resisting change didn’t make us stubborn, it made us smart.

			It all comes down to a phenomena called homeostasis that works like this: once a system’s in balance, its goal isn’t merely to stay balanced, but to stay in that particular balance, because past experience has proven it safe—after all, we’re still standing. So when a biological organism (that’s all living creatures, including us) finds an ecosystem that assures its physical survival, it’s wired to stay put.
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				We’re wired to resist change, often at all costs, because evolutionarily speaking, resisting change didn’t make us stubborn, it made us smart.

			

			

			As long as we’re breathing, even if we’re miserable, we’re safe. So why leave our (often decidedly uncomfortable) comfort zone? Especially when doing so means stepping into the thing that, as we know, has always scared us more than anything: the unknown, the unexpected, where something worse could lurk.

			That’s why we’re more than happy to stay put and plan on making that big change we’ve been contemplating when we’re rested, or when the time is right, or when Mercury is out of retrograde. As Mark Twain sagely advised, “Don’t put off until tomorrow something you can do the day after tomorrow.” Or, more likely, a week from never.

			So it’s no surprise that when our equilibrium is threatened, whether by a hungry predator or by an idea that challenges our own, our innate reaction is to close ranks and fight it for all we’re worth. Even when said new info is something that would, in fact, make us safer.

			Why would new ideas be as threatening as a masked intruder? Because while homeostasis began as a biological reaction to changes in the physical environment, it evolved to cover the social realm as well, giving rise to what neuroscientist Antonio Damasio calls “sociocultural homeostasis.” It’s why we’re not only willing to go to the mat to protect our plot of land from outside attack, but we’re just as ready to do battle to protect the beliefs that bind the people who live with us on that little slice of heaven.

			This isn’t a decision we make consciously. It’s our brain dodging a speeding bullet, whether a literal bullet or a figurative one. In a study published in Scientific Reports, lead author Jonas T. Kaplan and his colleagues recruited people with self-described, deeply held political convictions. While his subjects were in an fMRI scanner, he read them short counterarguments, challenging their views. The result? They didn’t listen objectively, weighing the merits of each argument. Instead, they experienced the same negative emotions that signal a personal attack. They did what we all tend to do in that situation: they took it personally. The study concluded that “[t]he brain’s systems for emotion, which are purposed toward maintaining homeostatic integrity of the organism, appear also to be engaged when protecting the aspects of our mental lives with which we strongly identify, including our closely held beliefs.”

			Yes, but why? As Kaplan explained in Vox, “The brain’s primary responsibility is to take care of the body, to protect the body. The psychological self is the brain’s extension of that. When our self feels attacked, our [brain is] going to bring to bear the same defenses that it has for protecting the body.”

			To our brain, a physical threat and a challenge to our belief system register as one and the same. Both travel the same neural pathways, signaling an imminent attack, and our body responds accordingly, saving us the trouble of having to figure out what the heck is going on before it’s too late. We don’t decide to get mad. We don’t decide to fight. Our brain, fearing for our survival, takes the decision out of our hands.

			Biologically, it starts with the amygdala, an almond-shaped structure in the brain’s temporal lobe that, as we’ll see in the next chapter, helps determine which memories are stored, based on their ability to help us navigate the future. Once our amygdala recognizes anything as a threat, it triggers fear, sending our limbic system, which regulates emotion, into high alert. Instantly our thinking brain shuts down, the better to free up the physiological resources we’ll need for fight or flight.

			That is why when you want to persuade anyone of anything they don’t already believe, trying to do it with facts alone is the best way to do the exact opposite. Again, neuroscientist Tali Sharot: “In fact, presenting people with information that contradicts their opinion can cause them to come up with altogether new counterarguments that further strengthen their original view; this is known as the ‘boomerang effect’.” Talk about irony.

			This happens even when we’re just being asked to make a seemingly small change, like being sure to thoroughly rinse the dishes before putting them in the dishwasher (guilty), or recognizing the superiority of chunky peanut butter. To an “objective” observer such changes might seem small, but when we’re the one being asked to make them, they don’t feel small at all. And no, it’s not because we’re making a mountain out of a molehill. It’s because to our biology, it is a mountain.

			When you give someone a new fact, especially one that implies that maybe, just maybe, they’d be better off if they did something differently, it tends to come across as a big red banner proclaiming, “You’re making a mistake. You’re wrong!”

			Seriously, does that ever go over well? As mentioned before, merely saying to one’s significant other, “We have to talk” dooms the conversation from the start. Why? Because however delicately you broach the subject, your beloved’s brain just did a quick calculation and realized that “we have to talk” translates to “there’s something you need to change.” And so, physiologically, your beloved begins to gear up for a fight.

			But wait, you may be thinking, I wasn’t going to attack my significant other. All I wanted her to do was remember to put the cap back on the toothpaste tube.

			Aha! So you were going to tell her she was doing something wrong. I thought so.

			That’s what gets our attention. Now her goal becomes to prove you wrong. And here’s the killer thing: any empathy she may have had for you—because seriously, all that dried up toothpaste blocking the end of the tube is gross—vanishes. “Forget toothpaste,” she lobs back, “have you ever heard of a hamper? Or hanging up a wet towel?” And you’re off to the races.

			As Chip and Dan Heath point out in Made to Stick, “The problem is that when you hit listeners between the eyes, they respond by fighting back. The way you deliver a message to them is a cue to how they should react. If you make an argument you’re implicitly asking them to evaluate your argument—judge it, debate it, criticize it—and then argue back, at least in their minds.”

			Story, however, defuses the analytic part of the brain. Did you ever notice how when someone says, “Let me tell you a story,” people relax? Their body language changes, they lean in, all ears, as that dopamine rush whispers to their analytic brain, “Shhhh! Don’t talk. Don’t poke holes. I want to get lost in the world of the story.” I don’t mean that metaphorically. I mean it literally. Numerous fMRI studies have shown that when you’re lost in a story the same areas of your brain light up as would activate if you were doing what the protagonist is doing. You really are there, experiencing it as if it were happening to you. By allowing you to vicariously live through the actual boots-on-the-ground effect facts have in real life, stories inspire change in a way that the facts alone cannot.
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			Let me give you an example. There was a study done in 2010 at Ohio State University to gauge, in part, what would have a greater effect on college-age women’s use of birth control: a news-format program about the hardships of teen pregnancy or an episode of a popular nighttime teen drama?

			One group of women watched the news show—and it was really good. It had high production values and was filled with a lot of really scary facts, really scary figures, and everything that would happen to you from the time you got pregnant until you died. And p.s.: you died sooner. While it did have teenage moms and dads explaining how their lives had been upended, there is a massive difference between someone summing up an event after the fact and living through it with them. Yes, detail-rich stories about the past can be riveting, but a summation of the same situation locks us out because it simply states (some of) the facts, rather than doing what a story does: allow us to experience those facts in action—which brings us to the other group.

			That group watched an episode of The O.C., in which high-school students Ryan and Theresa grappled with the heartbreaking consequences of an unintended pregnancy. No facts, no figures, no data, just the morning Theresa wakes up, and her world turns upside down.

			I know you know where this is going. The women who watched the news show felt they were being told what to do, implying that they might be doing something wrong (uh oh). Feeling attacked, their brain, anxious to defuse any internal conflict, instantly came up with counterarguments. That would never happen to me; I’d never do that; I’m way too smart. And so ironically, the facts the teen moms and dads presented became contradictory facts—facts that were inconsistent with how the women saw themselves—rather than the warning facts they were meant to be. The point is: we learn from the experience of others not when they tell us what they learned, but when they allow us to learn it along with them—through an emotionally significant story.

			Thus it’s no surprise that, according to the study, “the women who watched the news program were unmoved, reporting absolutely no change in their intention to use birth control.”

			Not so those who watched Ryan and Theresa struggling with a predicament they definitely didn’t want to find themselves in. Why did the story—mere entertainment—have a far greater impact on something so life-altering? Says Emily Moyer-Gusé, co-author of the study, “Many of the women were able to put themselves in the place of the characters and sense they could end up in a similar situation if they weren’t careful.” This is probably why when contacted two weeks later, women who reported identifying with Theresa still felt more vulnerable and expressed a greater intention to use birth control.

			“One of the reasons some people avoid safer sex behaviors is because they feel invulnerable—they have this optimistic bias that nothing bad will ever happen to them,” Moyer-Gusé said. “But if you vicariously experience a bad result by watching a narrative program, that may change behavior in a way that is difficult to achieve through a direct message.”

			Yes! Story is more powerful than facts. Much more. But rather than being the opposite of “facts,” story is what humanizes facts and makes them accessible, especially when they would otherwise trigger us to shut down and fight back. That’s what makes story so powerful and so empowering.

			What’s more, story is not soft science. As we’re about to explore in the next chapter, story is the only thing capable of making big ideas, dry facts, and abstract concepts accessible to the one biological system by which we make every decision.

			Emotion.

			
				THE TAKEAWAYS

				

				The lure of using facts to make our case is strong, because they feel so sturdy, unassailable, and safe. But when we’re trying to persuade people to do something they’re not already doing, facts tend to come across as irrelevant, impenetrable, or threatening. Story personifies the facts so we can experience the specific effect they’ll have on us. Here’s why:

				
						
						Because attention is a scarce neural resource, we only focus on facts that we know are going to have an immediate, quantifiable effect on us—whether physical, social, or psychological.

					

						
						Just because a fact is objectively true doesn’t mean we’ll pay attention. If it doesn’t matter to us, or if we don’t have a context to give it specific, relevant meaning, we don't even hear it.

					

						
						We’re wired to assume that other people know what we know, believe what we and our tribe believes, and see the same world we do. The problem is that it’s dangerously easy to believe that if we toss out a fact, our audience not only understands what we mean but knows what to do as a result.

					

						
						Our biology compels us to resist change and to stick with the familiar—that is, the things we already believe—because, hey, it’s worked for us so far.

					

						
						Once we believe something is true, it becomes part of our identity, and so to challenge it is to challenge us, personally. To our brain, a physical threat and a challenge to our belief system register as one and the same.

					

						
						Story is what circumvents the brain’s defenses against change, allowing it to process new information rather than fight it.
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			EMBRACE EMOTION

			“I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.”

			—MAYA ANGELOU

			

			Here’s what I was taught back in elementary school: When making a decision, I should marshal all the facts, all the figures, all the data, and analyze them dispassionately, in that cold light of objective reason. And there was a caveat—while doing so, it was imperative to keep emotion at bay, because emotion is an irascible scamp, and if I wasn’t hypervigilant, it would tiptoe in, cloud my judgment, and then I really would run away and join the circus.

			It was a simple, elegant lesson: objective reasoning would keep me safe. Listening to emotion was for weaklings who couldn’t see what really matters. It was as if reason and emotion were two rock ’em, sock ’em robots, battling it out for my very soul. Contrary to popular belief, it doesn’t work that way. It’s not a binary, either/or choice. Because, as we’ll soon see, boot out emotion, and you can’t make a single rational decision.

			So, who do we have to thank for that tragic miscalculation? A guy named Plato.

			Plato had a lot to say about human nature, and he seemed pretty smart, so we paid attention, and we’ve been paying for it ever since. Because one of his most fundamental beliefs—however reassuring—was wrong. Deeply, horribly wrong. What belief? That reason is not only superior to emotion but is best served up cold, sans emotion, which nevertheless lurks in the wings, chomping at the bit, looking for any excuse to steal center stage and drag us headlong in the wrong direction.

			Plato had a great analogy for it. We humans, he said, are charioteers (insert image of Russell Crowe in Gladiator here, just for fun). Now, imagine Russell’s chariot is harnessed to two horses. Not any old horses, but horses that represent what Plato saw as the two sides of human nature. I’ll let him take it from there:

			“I have said that one horse was good, the other bad, but I have not yet explained in what the goodness or badness of either consists, and to that I will now proceed. The right-hand horse is upright and cleanly made; he has a lofty neck and an aquiline nose; his color is white, and his eyes dark; he is one who loves honor with modesty and temperance, and the follower of true opinion; he needs no touch of the whip, but is guided by word and admonition only. The other is a crooked, lumbering animal, put together anyhow; he has a short, thick neck; he is flat-faced and of a dark color, with grey eyes and blood-red complexion; the mate of insolence and pride, shag-eared and deaf, hardly yielding to whip and spur.”

			And the identity of those warring steeds? The white horse, that’s objective reason. The blundering dark horse? You guessed it. There skulks emotion. Which horse would you want to gallop off into the sunset astride, whilst dispatching the other to the glue factory post haste?

			Not wanting to leave a shred of doubt about it, Plato patiently spelled it out: “If the better elements of the mind which lead to order and philosophy prevail, then we pass our life here in happiness and harmony—masters of ourselves and orderly.”

			And that belief, my friends, has been at the foundation of Western thought ever since.

			Big mistake. Because although most of us have been taught that emotion shrouds reason, muddling thought, and leading to impulsive, illogical decisions, neuroscience has shown that the opposite is true: Emotion is what determines every decision we make—and that’s a good thing. Emotion evolved to let us know, in a nanosecond, what’s safe, what isn’t, and what matters to us, and in so doing, emotion is what ensured our survival.

			Emotion mainlines meaning.

			In this chapter, we’ll explore why emotion gets such a bum rap (it starts with how we’ve been taught to define it), and why the only way to change how someone thinks about something is to first change how they feel about it; why effective storytelling depends entirely on emotional connection; how by misunderstanding the purpose of emotion we’ve inadvertently neutered the most potent tool in our toolbox, story; and how to begin to put that tool to use.
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				The only way to change how someone thinks about something is to first change how they feel about it.

			

			

			Emotion Versus Emotional

			When I say emotion I do not mean “emotional.” As it’s commonly used, emotional is a pejorative term that has in many ways hijacked the notion of emotion itself. It refers to a narrow band of emotion, one that’s so over the top that it will sling us over its shoulder, carry us away, and cause us to make disastrous decisions we’ll surely regret in the morning. And no one would deny that this does sometimes happen (not that we’d admit it when it does). But sadly, we’ve been taught to apply that definition to all emotion when it comes to decision making, as if to display emotion of any kind is suspect. The goal, we’re told, is to rise above it, or else we’ll fall prey to it. Even the dictionary defines an emotional decision as “actuated, effected, or determined by emotion rather than reason.”

			The implication is clear: emotion can’t be good.

			Being seen as emotional can trump everything else—regardless of how splendid your record is or how massively successful you’ve been. Just ask Oprah. In 2017 Jeff Fager, then executive producer of CBS’s august news magazine 60 Minutes, announced that Oprah would become a special contributor. He gushed, “There is only one Oprah Winfrey. She has achieved excellence in everything she has touched. I am thrilled that she will be bringing her unique and powerful voice to our broadcast.”

			Or so he said. Turned out all that excellence was no match for something far more damning, at least as far as the show’s production team was concerned: Emotion. The problem was that while Fager praised Oprah’s unique and powerful voice, apparently he meant it metaphorically.

			In reality, they found her actual voice a little too emotional. As Oprah pointed out in the Hollywood Reporter, “[It’s] never a good thing when I have to practice saying my name and have to be told that I have too much emotion in my name. I think I did seven takes on just my name because it was ‘too emotional’. I go, ‘Is the too much emotion in the Oprah part or the Winfrey part?’ They would say, ‘You need to flatten out your voice; there’s too much emotion in your voice.’ So I was working on pulling myself down and flattening out my personality—which, for me, is actually not such a good thing.”

			She’s so right. And yet, society’s fear of emotion often demands that we project a generic neutrality, regardless of what we’re really feeling—as if there’s something unseemly in letting loose. The CBS execs had bought into Plato’s paradigm and so, they believed, had their audience. That meant reporting of any sort had to be delivered in a neutral tone, down to how the correspondent pronounced her name. This wasn’t just a matter of personal preference for them—clearly they thought there was something unprofessional, something that would cause them to lose money should Oprah convey too much emotion. That belief had to be incredibly strong, because, I mean, we’re talking about Oprah, for heaven’s sake, a woman who has spent her entire career proving how potent emotion is when it comes to connecting with your audience in order to make your point.

			Oprah walked rather than tamp herself down, severing her ties with the show before a single appearance. Think about the irony: the execs’ fear of what had made her successful in the first place—her emotion—cost them the huge audience share she would have brought with her.

			How irrational is that?

			Big-box Emotions

			Conflating emotion with society’s notion of “emotional” is bad enough. But it doesn’t stop there; our fear of emotion is reflected in the way we classify emotions. I’m talking about “big-box” emotions—that is, emotions we’ve rounded up, categorized, and named: anger, love, jealousy, hate, rage, joy, happiness, grief, to mention a few. In so doing, we’ve swept our most potent, nuanced emotions into neat, homogenized, oft sanitized definitions that we then use to sum them up, the better to keep a safe, objective distance from them.

			It’s easy to see how tempting the drive to corral and tame emotion is. If emotion is out to get us, then we have to protect ourselves from it. But emotion can’t be walled in, and luckily for us, these big boxes leak all over the place. Emotion isn’t trying to undermine our safety, it’s trying to keep us safe.

			Emotion evolved as an early warning system. Once triggered by a relevant fact, it’s the messenger sent by our cognitive unconscious to grab our attention, focusing us on what matters in the moment. That can be scary because emotions purposely disrupt the thing we most want to feel: in control. So we try to block them out—the better to think clearly, calmly. (Calm, by the way, is an emotion, but who’s keeping count?) The problem with how we view emotion, as neuroscientist Antonio Damasio points out in Descartes’ Error, is that “feelings and emotions are considered elusive entities, unfit to share the stage with the tangible contents of the thoughts they nonetheless qualify (italics mine).” In other words, good luck shutting them out.

			Emotions are something we feel every moment of every day, and most of them are unnamed, wriggling out of big-box definitions, guiding our way whether we know it or not. After all, as Damasio makes clear in Self Comes to Mind, “No set of conscious images of any kind on any topic ever fails to be accompanied by an obedient choir of emotions and consequent feelings”—feelings we have “no power to prevent.” Sure we can dodge, rationalize, justify, deny, and work at numbing ourselves to them, but we can’t not feel them in the first place. Neuroscientist David Eagleman echoes that, saying, “Emotions do more than add richness to our lives—they’re also the secret behind how we navigate what to do next at every moment.”

			Does that mean that no matter what we tell ourselves, we’re beholden to our emotions? Yes and no. Yes, in that we will feel them regardless. No, in that they’re half of the equation, along with reason. After all, as we said earlier, it’s not either/or, it’s both/and.

			But emotion is the ultimate decider. And most of the time, it’s leading us in the right direction.

			Emotion and Reason: Feel First; Think Second

			Emotion comes first; thinking comes second. That’s how we survived back when there wasn’t all that much to think about, and very little room for error. You saw something moving in the bushes—emotion recognized it as a lion and sent you running faster than you’d have thought possible (if you’d had time to think about it, which thankfully you didn’t; it only would have slowed you down). Besides, while you were running, your brain had plenty of time to figure out why. Oh, lion! Got it! Once again, emotion saves the day—which, you have to admit, makes logical, rational sense. As cognitive neuroscientist Tali Sharot points out: “An emotional reaction is the body’s way of saying, ‘Hey, something really important is going on,’ and it is crucial that you respond accordingly.”

			It was a lesson I learned one night, working late at home in our fifth-floor apartment. Deep in concentration, I heard the downstairs buzzer—odd at that time of night, but I wasn’t expecting anyone, so I ignored it; someone probably hit it by accident. A minute later, out of the blue, a strong adrenaline spike shot through my body, and in that moment, I heard distant yelling from the courtyard below. Without thinking, I leapt up and looked out the window. Smoke billowed from the window of the apartment next door. “Fire,” they were yelling “Fire.” I grabbed my laptop and my sleeping six-year-old son—and for some reason I’ll never understand, the handset of my cordless phone—and ran five flights downstairs. It was raining. We were barefoot. But safe. It felt like magic. It wasn’t. It was my trusty amygdala, sounding an alarm I couldn’t ignore.

			Why? Because behind the scenes, my cognitive unconscious had been sifting through the incoming data, reading meaning into it: a growing number of voices in the courtyard late at night, their urgency, their rising volume, the buzzer ringing at midnight. Each thing in and of itself was normal. But taken together the message was clear: something is wrong. Cue the adrenaline; trigger the emotion.

			Of course, sometimes emotion gets it wrong. That rustling in the bushes might have been nothing but an itchy squirrel. But here’s the thing: you can mistake a stick for a snake a hundred times and be just fine, but mistake one snake for a stick and it’s “Hello, pearly gates.” In evolution’s cost-benefit analysis, a little stick paranoia was a fair trade if it meant keeping you on your toes.

			These days, when the danger of a snake lurking around the corner is, almost always, a metaphor, thinking often comes in handy. Like the time I woke up at midnight and had the impulse to sneak downstairs and eat the entire chocolate cake that was just sitting there in the kitchen. Thinking about that urge, rather than just acting on it, it occurred to me that I’d been trying to eat healthy, and no matter how many websites I’d gone to, I’d yet to find one that said the road to good health begins with eating a whole chocolate cake in the wee hours. Besides, I’d baked that cake for my daughter’s birthday the next day. I knew if she found the empty plate in the sink, it wasn’t going to go over well.

			So I didn’t eat the cake.

			Was it because of all the data I’d collected on the danger of late-night cake-eating? Of course not. It was because, given all that data, eating that cake would have made me feel bad (figuratively and literally—talk about inviting a major stomachache).

			It all comes back to how you feel.

			In fact, if you couldn’t feel emotion, you couldn’t make a single rational decision. As Antonio Damasio points out, “Even if our reasoning strategies were perfectly tuned, it appears they would not cope well with the uncertainty and complexity of personal and social problems. The fragile instruments of rationality need special assistance.”

			Let’s sit for just a moment with that phrase: “the fragile instruments of rationality.” It makes rationality sound so weak; doesn’t it? But remember, it’s not binary. It’s not emotional versus rational—they’re on the same team, that is: team you. They need each other to make a decision that will help you survive, whether out in the jungle or in New York City, trying to navigate a metaphorical one. To that end, here’s something that might come as a surprise—without emotion, rationality is not just fragile, it’s moot.

			Let me give you an example.

			Damasio frequently writes about a patient he had, a man by the name of Elliot. Elliot was a successful guy: he had a great job, a loving family, and he was a role model at work and at home. Unfortunately, Elliot also had a brain tumor. Tests revealed that, thankfully, it was benign, and a team of skilled surgeons were able to remove every smidge of it, but not before it had damaged some of his frontal lobe tissue, which was also removed. He recovered from the operation, and on the outside appeared to be hale and hearty. But on the inside, Elliot was no longer himself.

			His life began to fall apart. He lost his job and his family, he embarked on questionable endeavors that made no sense and ended disastrously, he lost what money he had to con men, and he was finally taken in by his parents.

			What happened? Was it a previously undetected failure of moral character? Was he just lazy? That’s what several professionals thought, and so his disability benefits were cut off.

			That’s when Damasio was brought in to answer the question: was Elliot’s behavior willful, or was it part of an underlying medical condition? Damasio ran a large battery of tests, and what he ultimately discovered was that Elliot had lost the ability to feel emotion. His “objective” knowledge, however, had not suffered at all.

			He still tested in the ninety-seventh percentile in intelligence. He could enumerate, in great detail, every possible solution to any problem you could pitch at him. He just couldn’t pick one. He’d go into his office and wonder, should I do that thing my boss really wants me to do, or should I reorganize my file folders again today? And if so, would it be better to use the blue pen or the black pen? At lunch he’d go from restaurant to restaurant looking at menus, but he never went in, because he didn’t know what he felt like eating. Turned out even his extreme analytical intelligence didn’t do him a bit of good when it came down to making the simplest—and most basic—decision: what to have for lunch.

			Can you image not being able to feel anything about anything? Ever. Think about how you feel when your beloved steps into view—savor it. Now imagine the sensation that races through your veins when your arch enemy strolls through the door, with that obnoxious know-it-all grin. Visceral; right? Now imagine that your beloved walks in, arm in arm, with that unscrupulous scoundrel and you feel…absolutely nothing.

			How would you even know that you loved, or detested, either one? Reason can help you figure out why you feel the way you do (maybe). Reason can even try to tell you how to feel (definitely), but reason can’t make you feel it.

			Only emotion can do that. Emotion is what causes you to pick the rebuilt turquoise 1954 Chevy truck over the brand-new Ford F-150. Emotion is what causes you to donate to the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) even though you’re saving every penny for that getaway you keep promising yourself. Emotion is what causes you to hire one job candidate over another, even though their résumés are equally good.

			Objective reason traffics in general, one-size-fits-all “truth.” Hey, it asks, that Ford F-150 is far more reliable, so why pick the 1954 Chevy? Wait, you know you need a break, how can you donate money to strangers? And, Geez, both those candidates seemed perfect, what did you do, flip a coin? Logic, with its charts, graphs, and data-driven spreadsheets, has no clue.

			Emotion, on the other hand, is neither objective nor general. Emotion is specific—it makes choices given what’s true for you, based on your experience. You picked the 1954 Chevy because your grandma drove one, and just thinking about it makes you feel hopeful; you donated to the SPLC because at assembly in the third grade, they played Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech, and ever since you’ve felt in your bones how important it is stand up for those who can’t; you hired that employee because she reminded you of your mom’s best friend, the one who always came through and got things done.

			The question is, how exactly, biologically, does emotion determine what’s true for you, personally?

			Memory: The Creation of Your Personal Decoder Ring

			As we know, beginning at birth, your cognitive unconscious has been monitoring what’s happening in your world for two reasons. First, to keep you safe in the moment, and second, to then use that info to create an evolving reference manual to help you make sense of what will happen in the future, gauge its significance, and act accordingly. We’re not just talking about your basic safety in the physical world—like look both ways before you cross the street, and don’t go out in the night air with wet hair or you’ll catch a cold (seriously, Mom?)—but your safety in the far more nuanced, layered, and, let’s face it, unpredictable social world.

			How does your cognitive unconscious create your personalized metric, welding it in place in your memory? Through its partner: emotion. Emotion alerts your cognitive unconscious to the events you need to remember because they contain info that might come in handy in the future and allows everything else you experience to evaporate into the ether as if it had never happened. And, depressing as it may sound, that’s almost the whole shebang.

			I have a vivid memory of the moment I had that very realization. I was in high school, tenth grade, and wandering the campus, deep in thought (and okay, yeah, cutting class). I was pondering the fact that, although I’d lived every single minute of the day before, I remembered very few specifics—it was already a blur. And then it hit me: the vast majority of my life up to then, which at fifteen felt like an incredibly long time, seemed to have dissolved, vanishing into a haze, even though I’d been present, alive, and engaged, day in and day out. It was a sobering thought. But easy to shake off, since at fifteen I thought I would live forever, even if I didn’t remember walking to the Orange Julius after school, or what dress I wore on Tuesday. And from then to now I’ve enjoyed the irony that I knew, in that instant, that while there was so much I’d lose track of the second it was over, I’d always remember that particular moment. And I have. Because it taught me something important about life and made me feel smart.

			But I wasn’t nearly as smart as I thought I was, because I still didn’t quite get it. I bought into the common notion that even if we don’t have easy access to all our memories, they’re there in our brain, rattling around somewhere. After all, we were told—completely erroneously, as it turns out—that we only use 10 percent of our brain, so I figured that’s probably because the other 90 percent is stuffed with all those forgotten memories, like what a gerund is, the name of the restaurant on Ventura Boulevard with the cowhide booths where we used to eat when I was seven, and how to multiply by fractions. Memories just keep piling up like dust bunnies under the bed, I thought, and you can get at them if you have to, but you need a really long broom.

			This was supported by the popular assumption (also wrong) that your memory is like a video camera with endless tape and unlimited battery. The idea was, if something happened, well, then we recorded it. Why? I just told you: because it happened. And then, the theory went, all those memories were stored somewhere in our brain and preserved—pristine, objective, reliable. Remembering something (provided you could find it) was akin to taking a marble statue out of storage, looking at it, and then carefully sliding it back in place, complete and unchanged. It’s such a comforting notion, don’t you think? And totally untrue.

			This is yet another blow to the belief that if you tell someone something, they’ll remember it because, well, you told them. That may explain why your audience not only didn’t retain what you said, they forgot you ever said anything in the first place.

			Memory didn’t evolve so we could remember a bunch of facts or to give us something to savor as we stroll down memory lane. Like emotion, the biological mechanisms that record memory evolved to keep us safe because, at any moment, life is quite capable of catapulting us straight into that aforementioned most dangerous of realms—the unexpected. As neuroscientist Dean Buonomano makes clear in Your Brain Is a Time Machine, “Memory did not evolve to allow us to reminisce about the past. The sole evolutionary function of memory is to allow animals to predict what will happen, when it will happen, and how to best respond when it does.”

			Memory has one goal, and it all boils down to something so logical, so reasonable, that it almost sounds mechanical, like a perfectly calibrated, individually crafted algorithm. But unlike Amazon’s oft-clueless “you might also like” predictions (you want me to subscribe to a gigantic monthly box of Cheez-Its? Ah Amazon, ye know me not!) our brain’s algorithm is far more accurate. It has to be, or we wouldn’t be here.

			From the second you drew that first breath, your brain has been on the lookout for reliable patterns. If I cry real loud, that nice person will come in and give me milk. Got it. Once a pattern is deemed trustworthy, it becomes a tacit expectation. And when those expected patterns are broken? Adrenaline spikes, emotion surges, and your brain instantly yanks up the memory of what you thought would happen and tries to figure out why it didn’t, all the while scrolling through relevant memories, the better to assess what the heck is going on, and what you should do about it. Says Buonomano, “Whether you realize it or not, on a moment-by-moment basis your brain is automatically attempting to predict what is about to happen.”

			When Emotion Meets Memory: You Feel Me?

			Because emotion’s goal is to help you navigate the future, when something happens that gives you fresh inside intel on what’s safe, what isn’t, and how your boss might feel if you rearranged your file folders for the third time this week rather than getting her the report she said she needed by noon, emotion ushers it past all those irrelevant facts—like names, dates, and what you had for breakfast—giving it a VIP pass into your long-term memory.

			Neuroscientist V. S. Ramachandran explains it thusly in his book The Tell-Tale Brain: “The amygdala works in conjunction with past stored memories and other structures in the limbic system to gauge the emotional significance of whatever you are looking at: Is it friend, foe, mate? Food, water, danger? Or is it just something mundane? If it’s insignificant—just a log, a piece of lint, the trees rustling in the wind—you feel nothing toward it and most likely will ignore it. But if it’s important, you instantly feel something.” And I’d add to that list of insignificant things, facts you cannot unpack, and facts that seem to have no concrete relevance when it comes to navigating your day-to-day life.

			It makes sense, since strong emotional memories (think: those tinged with love, shame, joy, grief, or anger) are pretty hard to forget. That’s why coupling emotion with info vastly improves the chance that the information will be encoded into long-term memory, making sure it’s safely stowed for handy future reference.			

			The stronger the emotion, the more resilient the memory. It’s no surprise that, as cognitive neuroscientist Elizabeth Phelps points out in the journal Current Opinion in Neurobiology,“Memories of emotional events have a persistence and vividness that other memories seem to lack.” And, for the most part, that is a good thing.

			Contrary to popular belief, emotionally infused memories aren’t irrational—they are, in fact, deeply rational. Says science writer Jonah Lehrer in his book, How We Decide, “Human emotions are rooted in the predictions of highly flexible brain cells, which are constantly adjusting their connections to reflect reality. Every time you make a mistake or encounter something new, your brain cells are busy changing themselves.”

			This flies in the face of another false notion that many of us may have tucked away in our cognitive unconscious: that once it’s all wired up, our brain is incapable of much change. We are, indeed, capable of change. If we weren’t, how could we adapt to circumstances outside our control?

			The good news is that change is possible; the bad news is that it’s really, really hard. We tend to change because something completely outside of our control forces us to. In other words, change is only a necessity if a new experience makes it necessary for survival (or for remaining a member in good standing of our chosen tribe, which is basically the same thing). That’s why the only way to change how someone feels about something that experience has taught them, is to give them a new experience, the kind that instantly causes them to reevaluate what, up until that moment, they felt was true.

			Does that mean you have to stage actual events in people’s lives? Thankfully, no. Knowing we couldn’t learn everything through experience, biology gave us, shall we say, an online option. We can do it vicariously through story—the next best thing to being there.

			Virtual Reality: The Biology Edition

			In the case of the young women who either watched an episode of The O.C. or a news show on the dangers of teen pregnancy, we saw that it was the story, not the facts, that made them feel how important birth control is. Because story doesn’t provide us with objective info, story brings that info to life—our life—via emotion. Now we’re going to dig into exactly how that works—biologically speaking.

			“Storytelling provides humans a powerful means for sharing emotions with others,” writes cognitive neuroscientist Lauri Nummenmaa in the journal Neuroimage. Stories “enable us to ‘catch’ the emotions described in spoken and written language.”

			It goes even deeper, as it’s not just the emotion that is contagious, it’s also the reasoning behind it. Story translates facts into experience, making them concrete, giving us contextual understanding of their meaning. Simply put, stories allow us to viscerally experience how the facts will impact our life, because when we are lost in a story, we don’t just feel what the protagonist feels, we understand why they feel it.
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			That’s not metaphor; it’s fact. Our brains literally synchronize with the protagonist or storyteller. Neurological studies have proven that people’s brain activity becomes synchronous when they listen to an emotionally engaging story. Says cognitive neuroscientist Tali Sharot about brains absorbed in story, “Synchronization was observed not only in brain regions important for language and hearing but also in those involved in creating associations, in generating and processing emotions, and in enabling us to put ourselves in the shoes of others and feel empathy.”

			We are literally on the same wavelength. One story; thousands of people all feeling the same thing, for the same reason. Nummenmaa writes, “Emotional language apparently provides a way for bringing minds together to facilitate social interaction by enhancing synchronization of thoughts, brain activations, and behaviors across individuals.…We constantly remap others’ emotional states into our own corresponding…brain areas.”

			There is a game changer in that statement. To wit: we learn from the experience of others not when they tell us what they learned, but when they allow us to learn it along with them—through an emotionally significant story.

			That’s why when you’re creating your story, it can feel scary—because you have to engage emotionally rather than play it safe with good old reliable objective data.

			Plus, since story is about how someone learned something, it implies that in the beginning there was something important that they didn’t already know. And maybe even that—gulp—they made a mistake. That can be especially difficult if you’re telling a story about yourself. Your palms can start sweating just thinking about it. Admitting mistakes of any kind makes us feel vulnerable. That’s why we’d much rather skip over that part, thank you very much, and talk about something we already know, because that makes us feel smart and, by extension, safe.

			The irony is that trial and error is the only way to learn something new, which means either we’re making mistakes all the time or we’re stagnating. This sentiment is neatly summed up by Teddy Roosevelt, “The only person who never makes mistakes is the person who never does anything.” That’s probably one of the reasons we love story so much—it’s way easier, not to mention safer, to learn through other people’s mistakes.

			Thus, it’s not surprising that admitting mistakes is one of the biggest factors in creating a powerful story, whether it’s your protagonist or you admitting to doing something that did not turn out as expected. When you admit that something went wrong, your audience is thinking, Wow, me too! I make that kind of mistake all the time. We’re more alike than I thought.

			That’s what grabs them, allowing them to instantly identify, and so empathize, with you. After all, most of us feel vulnerable most of the time, and we’re trying to keep it under wraps. Especially since we tend to think that everyone else knows exactly what they’re doing—it’s just us who are a little lost. So when someone has the guts to break the silence and say, “I’ve made this mistake,” or, “I’ve done this thing that’s weird,” the immense relief we feel knowing we’re not the only one makes us root for them.

			That’s why feeling vulnerable is such a benefit: it means you have the courage to take a chance. After all, that’s what you want your audience to do: take a chance, try something new, feel something new.

			The overarching point is that emotion is not something to fear; it’s something to embrace. Emotion is what allowed us to survive and take over the world, and it’s where true intelligence lies.

			Emotion isn’t the monkey wrench in the system. Emotion is the system.
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				Two rules about emotion:

				
						
						It isn’t something to fear; it’s something to embrace and listen to.

					

						
						It isn’t the monkey wrench in the system; it is the system.

					

				

				

			

			But there’s a caveat. While emotion is what makes ideas stick, when you’re trying to persuade anyone of anything, the goal isn’t simply to trigger emotion in general. It’s to trigger the specific emotion that signals why the information is important to your audience—a lesson legions of robocallers have yet to learn. Sure, robocalls instantly trigger emotion: annoyance. And it does cause us to take action: basically, never answering the phone if we don’t recognize the number. Clearly not what they had in mind.

			If you want people to take positive action, they have to care. That’s why the first thing a story has to do is make us care about the protagonist, and the best way to do that is to let them be vulnerable. How else will we know they’re really human, just like us?

			In order to create a story able to do just that—which is what you’re about to do—first we need to look at what a story really is. It might surprise you.

			
				THE TAKEAWAYS

				

				Story is powered by emotion, and so are we. That is not soft science; it’s biology. And for good reason: it’s what allowed us to survive thus far. Understanding the role emotion plays in life, and in story, allows us to create stories that speak directly to our audience, making points that the facts alone could never dream of. This is why it pays to remember that:

				
						
						Emotion isn’t ephemeral, arbitrary, or irrational. Emotion is a survival mechanism.

					

				

				
						
						Emotion isn’t simply relegated to neat, big-box definitions but, instead, is layered, nuanced, and ever-present.

					

						
						It’s not emotion versus reason; it’s not either/or. It’s both/and—but emotion is the decider.

					

						
						Emotion dictates what will be encoded into long-term memory. Emotion’s criteria is: will remembering this help me navigate the future?

					

						
						Because emotion evolved to let us know which memories are keepers and which we can safely discard, emotion-infused memories are far more vivid, stable, and long-term.

					

						
						Stories that persuade center on vulnerability, causing us to identify with the protagonist and arousing stronger emotion.
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			STORY: WHAT THE BRAIN CRAVES

			“Narrative imagining—story—is the fundamental instrument of thought. Rational capacities depend upon it. It is our chief means of looking into the future, of predicting, of planning, and of explaining.”

			—MARK TURNER, COGNITIVE SCIENTIST

			

			Years ago, I was asked by a local aquarium how they could use story to persuade their audience to become better stewards of the earth.

			“Okay,” I said, “what’s your call to action? What do you want your audience to do when they leave the aquarium?”

			The bearded man who headed the education department leaned forward, looked me earnestly in the eye, and said, “Our goal is to have our patrons go home and think deeply about the issues.”

			That’s when I knew they were in trouble.

			Think deeply? About what, exactly? Why? To what end? That sounds like work. Unpaid work, at that. It takes energy, focus, commitment, desire, and…hey, what’s for dinner?

			This is precisely why story doesn’t ask us to think: thinking is a choice, and with so many genuinely important things vying for our attention this very minute, who has the time? Plus, what the hell does a steward do, anyway?

			The purpose of an effective story—the story you’ll create—is to change how your audience sees things, to spur them to do something right now. That is what makes all stories a call to action, because once we see things differently, we do things differently. That’s why your goal isn’t to create a story to show your audience how great your idea, brand, or cause is—regardless of how utterly, completely true that is. I’m sure the newly redesigned LaGuardia Airport is, ahem, utterly captivating by now. That future fact didn’t matter to me even a teeny tiny bit back when I was on that slow shuttle bus, trying desperately to figure out how to salvage the meeting all those renovations were forcing me to miss.

			Instead, your goal is to create a story that will help your audience see how your idea benefits them in the moment, given who they are, and how they see themselves. To do that, first we have to upend much of what we’ve been taught about story itself and then redefine it.

			To that end, this chapter lays out what a story actually is, based on what your audience is wired to crave and respond to in every story they hear, so you can build a story guaranteed to resonate with them. We’ll zero in on the most surprising, counterintuitive element of story, and then, using a potent case study, we’ll examine how and why story transforms how the audience sees the world, and therefore what they do in the world. We’ll end with a cheat sheet you can use to start the process of creating a story, which is exactly what you’ll be doing, step-by-step, from now on, so by the end of the book you’ll have created a draft of your own story, a story that you can use to persuade your audience to see the world in a different way and take up your call to action.

			But first, let’s tackle one of the things that may be holding you back: your tacit notion of what, exactly, a story is.

			Redefining Story

			Okay, pop quiz: right now, if you had to define what a story is, what would you say? At first it can seem blazingly obvious, but when it comes to actually putting it into words, it’s like what St. Augustine said about time, “You know what it is until someone asks you to define it.”

			We all innately know a story when we see one, thanks to the biological effect story has on us. A story instantly grabs our attention and yanks us into its world, no questions asked, substituting its reality for ours, and we are there. The story has commandeered our brain, and it feels so good, so deliciously urgent, that we remain blissfully unaware of the power it then has over us. This probably accounts for the fact that, when we try to sum up what constitutes a story and the real reason why it has us in thrall, even the most brilliant among us tend to fall woefully short.

			Aristotle gave it a shot, declaring—wrongly, as it turns out—that the events come first when creating story, which he went on to describe as consisting of: “a beginning, a middle, and an end.” It’s a notion so revered that it’s currently taught from kindergarten up. But think about it: what besides Zeno’s paradox and Uncle Joe’s long, rambling remembrances at Thanksgiving doesn’t have a beginning, a middle, and an end? And how on earth does that help you create a story, anyway?

			The dictionary definition of story is equally unhelpful and misleading: “A story is about something dramatic that happens, an account of imaginary or real people and events told for entertainment.” The problem with that notion is threefold: it’s vague, it defines story as solely for “entertainment,” and the one thing it emphasizes—“something dramatic that happens”—focuses on what a story is not about: the external events.

			Unfortunately, most of us have been taught to think of a story in exactly that way: as being about something external that happens. That is what Aristotle, and the writing world, call “the plot.”

			It feels so true that it’s easy to see why even Aristotle was fooled. After all, the plot is what’s visible. When we’re lost in a story, it’s natural to assume that this is what has grabbed us, and therefore it’s what we need to focus on when creating a story, whether it’s part of an ad, a mission statement, or a pitch letter.

			It isn’t.

			In the decades I’ve spent working with writers, diving deep into what makes story work, the realization that surprised me most was this: What grabs us, what pulls us in and makes us care are not the external events, regardless how overtly dramatic. An earthquake, a tsunami, an asteroid obliterating all of downtown Akron can be so startlingly boring that you start to wonder if there’s something wrong with you. (There isn’t.) Because what makes those situations riveting is the internal effect they’re having on someone we care about. Without that, they’re just random facts, regardless how objectively “dramatic.”

			Here’s the secret: As counterintuitive as it may seem, a story isn’t about what happens in the world. A story is about what happens in the mind of the protagonist—the person through whose eyes we’re experiencing those events.
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				A story isn’t about what happens in the world. A story is about what happens in the mind of the protagonist.

			

			

			That realization was a game changer for me. It meant that we’d had it backward.

			Which brings us to the question: okay then, what is a story?

			A story is about how an unavoidable external problem forces the protagonist to change internally in order to solve it.

			A story isn’t about how someone solves a problem. It’s about how the problem causes someone to realize something, internally—something that has been preventing them from solving said problem. It is that inner struggle that has us riveted, not the bombs bursting in air.

			And the realization that the protagonist’s inner struggle leads to is what answers the question your audience is always tacitly asking: “Why does this matter to me?”

			It’s What’s Inside that Counts

			That is not to say that the plot doesn’t matter. It does. But contrary to popular belief, external events are not what your audience is focusing on. Brain imaging studies reveal that when it comes to story—whether it’s encapsulated by a news headline, a picture, a donor letter, an ad, or a novel—our brain is on the lookout for something else altogether.

			According to neuroscientist Steven Brown, who runs the NeuroArts Lab at McMaster University, “Our brain results show that people approach narrative in a strongly character-centered and psychological manner, focused on the mental states of the protagonist of the story.”

			We’re not talking about long fictional stories. Brown’s study didn’t monitor the brains of people leisurely reading a novel or munching on popcorn while watching a movie. Rather, study subjects read short factual headlines, such as “Surgeon Finds Scissors Inside of Patient” or “Fisherman Rescues Boy from Freezing Lake” to see what areas of their brain would activate as they made sense of it—that is, as their brain did what brains naturally do: translate the headlines into a narrative. The result? The second the subjects saw the headline, what sprang into action in their brain were the “components of the classic mentalizing network involved in making inferences about the beliefs, desires, and emotions of other people as well as oneself.”

			According to Brown, when we’re grabbed by a story, we’re instantly making inferences about the protagonist’s beliefs in order to pinpoint their intentions and what is motivating their actions. We’re not hooked by what the protagonist is doing; we’re on the hunt for why they’re doing it.

			Marcel Just, director of the Center for Cognitive Brain Imaging at Carnegie Mellon University, agrees. “One of the biggest contributions of brain imaging is to reveal how intensely social and emotional the human brain is. To me it was a very big surprise. Ask people to read some innocuous little narrative, and the brain activity shows that they’re computing things like the character’s intention and motivation. I think there is a constant tendency to be processing social and emotional information. It’s there, and it’s ubiquitous.”

			The same thing is true when we encounter people out here in real life, including our audience—the people whose minds we want to change. Because if we understand why someone is doing what they’re doing, not only can we anticipate what they might do next, but we can ferret out what might be keeping them from hearing our call to action in the first place.

			The question is: what part of their story is keeping them from hearing ours?

			Everyone Has a Story

			It’s easy to assume that all that matters is that your brand, idea, or cause is relevant to your audience’s life. Climate change might leave them underwater, literally; that new toothpaste really will make their teeth blindingly bright; who doesn’t want takeout food delivered hot, fresh, and with a smile? But if that were enough, you wouldn’t need a story—you could just give them the facts, and they’d do what you think they should on their own. We all know how well that works.

			It’s not just that what you’re advocating has to be relevant to their lives, it must be relevant to their story, which is a very different thing. Often something can be 100 percent relevant to our lives, but we still wholeheartedly reject it. For instance, I lay awake at night worrying about how to save the planet—you know, conceptually. But when I read an article about how eating mealworms is nutritious, delicious, and planet-saving, did I go right out and buy a can of mealworm stew? Yes, that was a rhetorical question.
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				STORY TOOL

				What you’re advocating can’t just be relevant to your audience’s life; it must be relevant to their story.

			

			

			The point is, each of us has a story that we live by, but as we know, for the most part we are not aware of it, the same way David Foster Wallace’s young fish had no idea what water was. If pushed, we tend to think of our story as a summary of everything that’s happened to us: where we were born, who our parents were, where we went to school, that year the mean kid took our Twinkies every day at lunch (serves him right, considering they turned out to be poison), and the scraggly dog who always followed us home until Mom let us keep her. But those are just the facts, ma’am, not a story.

			Our story takes those same events and goes a layer deeper. Because as we’ve discussed, it is what those experiences taught us about survival, especially social survival, that is automatically programmed into our decoder ring. That is our story. Every minute of every day, behind the scenes, our self-narrative is deftly guiding our every decision based on what we gleaned, applying it to what’s happening now, and suggesting what we should (probably) do next.

			The problem isn’t just that we don’t see our internal ongoing narrative as a story, it’s that evolution taught us to see the pattern of logic we’ve stitched together as just, you know, life. It’s us reacting to the things that happen, the way any person would. Well, any sane person, that is.

			And so when we talk about something, our default assumption is that everyone else reads the same meaning into it that we do—the way the tappers were sure the listeners would instantly peg the song they were beating out. After all, it was playing loudly in their head, how could anyone miss it? So when your office mate rolls his eyes and says he can’t believe Matilda in accounting wore that horrid red sweater again today, it would never occur to him that you think that sweater is the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen.

			Nor would it occur to him that he just told you something about himself. But he did—perhaps he has a thing for Matilda, perhaps he pays more attention to the way women in the workplace dress than he should, perhaps he himself enjoys wearing women’s clothing, just not that (horrid) red sweater.

			Whenever we talk about anything at all, we’re inadvertently revealing a piece of our own story, even when we think we’re playing it close to the vest. We’re never simply recounting something that happened; rather, in ways large and small, we’re always giving others insight into what matters to us, and why.

			We’re also revealing something else: our misbeliefs. That is, the things we wholeheartedly believe are true but aren’t.

			But It Feels So True

			A misbelief is something that life taught us early on, often in childhood, that we’ve used to make sense of the world ever since—something that was only true once, in one specific situation, but that we took to be a general truth, or something that was never true at all. But since we learned it the hard way—through personal experience—we have no reason to question it. That’s why we don’t think of it as a misbelief at all, we think of it as a really helpful bit of inside intel that we’re lucky to have learned early.

			We all have defining misbeliefs. Things like “showing emotion makes you weak” or “always agreeing with someone makes them like you.” It’s often a cinch to spot someone else’s misbelief. It’s a tad harder to spot your own (yes, that’s an understatement). The problem is that because it can be so easy to see other people’s misbeliefs, the natural assumption is that they’re aware of them, too. We assume they know what the truth is, and they’ve purposely decided to ignore it. Or, at best, we assume they’re uninformed or misguided, so explaining the truth will set them straight. And if it doesn’t, well, they’re ignoring reality on purpose.

			By now it will come as no surprise that as far as they’re concerned, we’re the one with the misbelief. Make no mistake: misbeliefs are tenacious, and even when challenged with irrefutable facts, they instantly evoke strong emotion—stay away, danger!

			Navigating that danger is story’s bread and butter. Story is about what it takes for the protagonist to overcome a misbelief in the face of unavoidable danger—an internal evolution known in the writing world as a character arc, which begins with the protagonist’s misbelief in full force, dictating the action they take. The story then tracks this ongoing inner struggle until the protagonist’s “aha” moment, when they finally see their misbelief for what it is—not only wrong but also keeping them from getting what they really want. In the story you will create, you will aim the power of that struggle at your audience’s misbelief. Because as you’ve probably surmised by now: your protagonist is a stand-in for your audience, trying to navigate a problem they have, using their belief system, and coming up short.

			In the pages ahead, we’ll explore how to build such a story, using everything we’ve learned thus far about our neural wiring, enabling you to not only change your audience’s mind but also to move them to action.

			To do that, as counterintuitive as it sounds, your story’s focus won’t revolve around the action you want them to take. Instead, it will change the meaning that action will have for them, that is, the way it will make them feel, because emotion, as we have seen, is the conduit, the live wire.

			The question is: what does that kind of internal transformation look like? And how do you open someone’s eyes to the fact that something they believe is wrong without totally alienating them?

			To illustrate exactly that, let’s dive into a case study, breaking down a brilliant story, step by step. It’s a wildly successful ad campaign that engaged both men and women, changing their worldview—and yet it’s for a product men cannot use. The video garnered 76 million views globally after three months (the objective was 10 million); it was the most-viewed video in the company’s history. And, most astonishingly, a sixty-second version of the video ranked as the most popular digital campaign of the 2015 Super Bowl.

			Why “astonishingly?” Because the brand is Always, the company that makes Long Super Pads with Wings. No, that is not an enhanced flying iPad—we’re talking about what we used to euphemistically call “sanitary napkins.”

			Now, that’s a story.

			Let’s break down what they did to capture that many hearts, thus changing that many minds. This is the same process we’ll be going through in the next section of this book as you begin to create your own story.

			
				CASE STUDY: ALWAYS

				

				In 2013, the brand Always needed to reach a new generation of girls.

				Attitudes had changed. Getting your period was no longer seen as something shameful or so embarrassing that it had to be kept secret.

				In the old days, back when the fact that girls even got a period was something polite society deemed unmentionable, only one thing mattered: a product’s “effectiveness.” The less said, the better. Confidence—which was Always’ calling card—came from keeping that secret. That is, from not being mortified that one has had an “accident.”

				Now, effectiveness is a given. Besides, no one was saying Always wasn’t effective. That wasn’t the problem.

				The problem was, if Always was only promoting how effective their product was, good luck getting anyone to mention it on social media (regardless of the shifting attitudes toward natural bodily functions, it’s not easy to overcome the “ick” factor). As the company lamented, “Nobody will ever share anything that has the Always logo on it.”

				Leo Burnett, the ad agency tasked with coming up with a new campaign, summed up their previous advertising strategy this way: “We had always communicated it in a functional way, promising women to fix a physical problem, so that they could be more confident during their period. So confidence in the product led to self-confidence. Yet this logic was exactly what women were starting to reject…If we were to stay within this territory, we had to move from a rational proposition to a much more emotional one.”

				They had to find a way to matter to their audience.

				They knew that the point wasn’t how great the product was. The point was to let girls know that Always understood them, that the company was on their side—that the company saw the real them. Better yet, that Always saw the best in them—something that others, the girls included, might not see.

				Okay, like what?

				Research revealed that puberty—the moment when girls suddenly need this product—was also the moment when a girl’s self-confidence plummets. But that info, in and of itself, is just a fact, data. The question was: why?

				The team dug deeper and discovered that not only did “more than half of girls lose confidence during puberty—[but also] a contributing factor to that drop are societal put-downs based solely on gender.”

				Okay, but that’s still a bit too generic. The story is always in the specifics, so the next question was: what put-downs, exactly? That’s when the agency hit pay dirt, determining that “only 19 percent of girls and women sixteen to twenty-four have a positive association with the expression ‘like a girl’.”

				Here’s how Judy John, executive creative director of Burnett’s Toronto office, describes the instant they found the ad campaign’s mission: “We wanted to address the things that contribute to the drop of confidence in girls. And the moment someone on the team said, ‘Let’s change the meaning of Like a Girl,’ we all felt it in the room. That was it.”

				Notice she said they felt it. Sure, they had a ton of data, facts, charts, in-depth research. And that helped. But in the end, they didn’t reason it out. They didn’t need a spreadsheet or a mathematical algorithm to zero in on their mission. They took in the data, and the ultimate decision was made by their emotion. Just as emotion was what would drive the campaign.

				The team knew that saying you run, throw, fight, do just about anything “like a girl” had become an unintentional insult at best, implying weakness cloaked in vanity. The message is that girls aren’t as strong or capable as boys, and all they care about is looking pretty. So, girls, why even bother? You’re only making fools of yourselves. Boys are strong, capable, the standard of all things—and girls are cute when they’re mad.

				The team knew that the deeper problem is because this societal attitude is ubiquitous, it isn’t long before young women begin to internalize it. By the time they’re teenagers, it’s become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Soon it feels like fact, not fiction.

				The internal transformation Always wanted their audience to make was now clear. They wanted girls to realize that the accepted negative stereotype of “like a girl” is total bunk, that they should kick it to the curb and reclaim #LikeAGirl, redefining it as an empowering positive.

				And so the #LikeAGirl campaign was born. Now, the question was, how could they tell a story to spur that transformation?

				The First Step: The Misbelief

				Always needed to establish what the problem was—the “before” part of the transformation—because that would mark the beginning of the protagonist’s character arc. To do that, they decided, their ad’s audience would have to see how teenage girls had already internalized the negative societal notion of “like a girl.”

				Life had taught young women that, because they were female, they inherently “ran like a girl,” which was code for “you can’t run well, no matter what you do.”

				The story’s first job wasn’t to tell us how untrue that misbelief is. It was to allow us to see it in action, but—and this is crucial—it needed to be done without shaming the girls for believing it.

				And lest you wonder if their ad was staged and scripted, here’s the kicker: it was not rehearsed. In fact, the participants did not think they were in an ad at all. The young women, men, boys, and girls in the video had simply answered an open casting call—they had no idea what the filmmaker’s agenda was, or what she was looking for. So when they were asked questions, they didn’t try to say “the right thing.” They said what they believed to be true.

				As the campaign’s video opens, we see a large soundstage—cameras, sound engineers, and the director, award-winning filmmaker, Lauren Greenfield. A teenage girl walks to her mark, stops, looks into the lens.

				Greenfield asks her to show what “running like a girl” looks like. Grinning, she jauntily prances in place. Next, another teenage girl flips her hair, patting it, as if keeping it neat is far more important than, you know, actually running. Another girl waves her hands as if she’s apologizing for running at all. All of them exaggerate looking helpless and clumsy and doe-eyed. Grinning, giggling. Like they’re in on the joke. It’s clear they feel smart doing this because it proves that they know the score: girls are silly.

				Then Greenfield brings a young man onto the stage and asks him to “fight like a girl.” At first he looks at the camera as if to say, “What? Girls don’t fight—what does that even mean?” Then he brings his hands to his face and ineffectually bats them, a caricature of someone trying, rather ineffectually, to shoo a fly, while he bobs and weaves. He giggles, too.

				Greenfield then asks a young boy to “throw like a girl.” With a sly grin, he mimics a girl cocking her arm way too far back and then, with the merest flip of the wrist, “accidentally” drops an imaginary ball. “Awww,” he coyly laments.

				Point made: running, fighting, and throwing like a girl is an exercise in frivolity.

				They all got it. Accepted it as true. It was simply a fact they’d been taught about how the world works. In their minds, they weren’t being mean or degrading to women. They were just exemplifying a truth.

				That was the misbelief that needed to be upended. But how?

				The Second Step: The Truth

				At this point, Greenfield could have simply called all the kids together, sat them down, and explained why the degrading notion of “like a girl” was wrong—backed by a PowerPoint presentation brimming with colorful graphs, in-depth charts, and complex scientific data.

				She didn’t.

				Because that would have only made them defensive. They might have said she was shrill, or a snowflake, or too PC. Or any of the retorts we use when one of our long-held beliefs is challenged. Because it doesn’t feel like it’s the belief that’s being called into question, it feels like it’s our intelligence. That never ends well.

				Instead, Greenfield brought out a younger girl, who, at ten, hadn’t yet reached the age where the cultural gender divide becomes so blindingly binary—separate, but not equal. When asked what running like a girl looks like, she gave it her all, running in place like it was a race she was determined to win. When an even younger girl was asked what it means to run like a girl, she blinked and said, “It means run as fast as I can.” Duh.

				The difference was perfectly summed up by Anna Coscia of Leo Burnett. The younger girls, she said, “ran and fought and hit as hard as they could, with confidence, pride, and incredible self-belief. They had clearly not been influenced yet by the ‘rules’ that define womanhood and were simply being themselves. For them, doing something ‘like a girl’ meant doing it as best as they could.”

				Indeed. As they watched the young girls, it was clear to all the teenage girls and boys who’d enacted the demeaning gender stereotypes that running “like a girl” didn’t have anything to do with how well you ran or fought or threw. It just meant that you were a girl, and you were running.

				Misbelief challenged. Eyes opened. And no one confronted the older kids. They made the comparison themselves.

				Next the question was, if “like a girl” isn’t a factual statement about how girls run, throw, and fight, then what is it?

				The Third Step: The Realization

				This is the place in a story where, given what the audience had just experienced, they began to revamp their internal logic. What they thought was true clearly wasn’t. So, what was?

				Greenfield turned to the young boy who’d thrown “like a girl” by dropping the ball. “So, do you think you just insulted your sister?” she asked.

				He looked shocked, as if the thought never occurred to him. “No,” he said and then stopped short, “I mean yeah, insulting girls, but not my sister.” And then the penny dropped; you can see it in his eyes. His sister is a girl. If he’s insulting girls, then…uh oh.

				The beauty of it is that, in asking that question, Greenfield wasn’t vilifying the boy; she was vilifying the belief—a very different thing. It allowed him to look at it without feeling that she was shaming him and to see it for what it is: wrong. Any shame he might have felt came from his own realization, rather than anything she said to him.

				Next Greenfield turned to a young girl and asked, “Is ‘like a girl’ a good thing?”

				“I don’t know,” she said. “It sounds like a bad thing, like you’re trying to humiliate someone.”

				Then Greenfield asked the first teenage girl we saw—the one who “pranced” in place—how she thinks it affects girls when they hear “like a girl” used as an insult.

				“It definitely drops their self-confidence,” she said. “You feel like you’re strong, but when someone says, ‘like a girl’, it’s kind of like telling them they’re weak, not as good as them.”

				Each person was now rethinking what they believed. Not because someone told them what was true. But because of what they had just experienced.

				Greenfield then asked another teenage girl what advice she’d give to girls who were told they swim, run, kick, fight, or throw like a girl.

				“Keep doing it,” she said, “because it’s working. You’re doing it right; it doesn’t matter what they say.”

				Having seen the damage done by the misbelief they themselves had when they walked onto that soundstage, those girls’ inner narrative changed. So did the boys’. Doing anything “like a girl” no longer meant doing it poorly. Doing something “like a girl” meant giving it your all, wholeheartedly and with passion. It meant being your whole, authentic self.

				The Fourth Step: Transformation

				The final step happens when your audience’s worldview is transformed by what they’ve now realized, triggering an external change. This is the moment when they hear your call to action loud and clear, and not because you’re telling them what to do, but because it’s the logical—emotional—reaction to what they’ve just realized. Your message has now become part of your audience’s self-narrative, and following your call to action isn’t your idea. It’s theirs.

				This plays out flawlessly in the video as, finally, Greenfield turned to one of the teenage girls who’d pantomimed a self-deprecating stereotype of running “like a girl.” “If I asked you to run like a girl now, would you do it differently?”

				The girl smiled at the camera. Nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I would run like myself.” And she did—fast, focused, and determined.

				Says Coscia, the goal was “to take viewers on an emotional journey. You go from laughter, to surprise, to anger, as you realize how language can affect the way girls perceive themselves. You end in tears when the older girls realize that they have been sucked into a cultural cliché and they are given the chance to do it all again, this time just being themselves.”

				And there you have it: Misbelief, Truth, Realization, Transformation.

				The impact of the video surpassed the creators’ expectations. The internal transformation these girls—and boys—went through changed how viewers saw the world. Remember that at the outset only 19 percent of girls and women ages sixteen to twenty-four had a positive association with “like a girl”? After watching the video, that number skyrocketed to 76 percent. It didn’t change how just women saw the world. It changed men, too. Two out of three men said “they’d now think twice before using ‘like a girl’ as an insult.”

			

			When Always launched a sixty-second version of that video during the 2015 Super Bowl…okay wait, this time let’s pause here for a sec. Let that really sink in: they ran an ad for a feminine care product during the Super Bowl, an event known for ads for beer, cars, and the kind of fast food that only aspires to be food. Traditional “guy stuff” often hawked by scantily clothed, impossibly skinny women. It’s no wonder that no company had run such an ad during the Super Bowl before—an ad about empowering girls? By a company selling menstrual pads and panty liners? Who’d watch that?

			Apparently everyone. Adobe, which monitors the social buzz around the Super Bowl ads and publishes a top ten list, found that the Always #LikeAGirl ad came in at number one, with more than 400,000 social media mentions. And remember that they were looking for an emotional tie to their brand? The ad, Adobe added, “also drove the highest positive sentiment across social media mentions, with 84 percent of mentions focused on feelings like admiration and joy.”

			On March 9, 2015, Always received a United Nations award for the impact the campaign had on female empowerment around the world.

			It doesn’t get better than that.

			The #LikeAGirl campaign helped free girls of the unrealistic, negative expectations society had put on them, so they could be what they wanted to be: themselves. Because in the end, that is our deepest desire: to be who we are, and have the people we care about love us for it.

			The old campaign did the exact opposite. It didn’t celebrate the girls, it celebrated how effective the product was, the better to keep others from knowing who had their…(Shhh! It’s embarrassing). It made girls feel diminished, as if they inherently had something shameful to hide.

			The new campaign made those same young women feel like Always saw—and valued—them as they are in total. That made all the difference.

			And so they took action. Girls and women were now eager to share their thoughts and triumphs with the hashtag #LikeAGirl, thus sharing the Always logo, tripling the brand’s Twitter followers, and growing their YouTube channel by a mind-boggling 4,339 percent.

			That is the power of story.

			Of course, to create transformative story, first you have to find your audience’s misbelief by digging into their self-narrative, their story. And that is exactly what we’re about to tackle.

			
				THE TAKEAWAYS

				

				From here on out, we’ll be applying everything we’ve learned about the brain and about story to the creation of your own story. To that end, here is a handy cheat sheet, beginning with what a story is really about:

				A story is about an inner realization that leads to an external transformation. In the beginning, the protagonist has an internal belief that is not true—this misbelief is what’s keeping your audience from hearing your call to action. The events in the story—the unavoidable problem the protagonist faces—will force them to confront and overcome their misbelief in order to solve the problem.

				To create a story capable of changing someone’s mind, there are four stages your protagonist’s worldview must go through, culminating in taking up your call to action.

				First: Misbelief

				This is the closely held (erroneous) belief that your audience enters with. To simply tell them they’re wrong is to challenge both their self-identity and their loyalty to their tribe. It is this belief that’s keeping them from hearing your call to action.

				Second: Truth

				This is the point you want to make. The events of the story are constructed to show your audience that the belief they think is helping them, isn’t; instead it’s hurting them. It’s keeping them from getting what they want and being who they really are.

				Third: Realization

				The event(s) in the story cause your audience to—on their own—question their misbelief. This experience finally allows them to see it for what it is: wrong.

				Fourth: Transformation

				This is the moment when, having realized that their misbelief has blinded them to what will actually help them achieve their true agenda, your protagonist’s (and by extension, audience’s) worldview is transformed. This is what allows them to address the external problem—whether it’s working to stop climate change, damaging societal norms, or a wonky website—by taking up your call to action.
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			YOUR AUDIENCE, ACCORDING TO YOU

			“There are no facts, only interpretations.”

			—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE

			

			When my kids were little, we used to love watching The Chipmunk Adventure. And you know how it is with books and movies you love: there tends to be that one line that sticks, one you then use over and over, with raised eyebrows and a wicked grin, one that becomes an inside joke. For us that line came during a scene in which Dave, the human surrogate dad (I think, I hope) of the three chipmunks—Alvin, Simon, Theodore—was away on a business trip. He calls home and when Miss Miller, their ditsy babysitter, answers, he asks, “Is Alvin available?”

			To which, clearly confused, she replies, “Available for what?” Alvin is standing right there, mind you.

			It always got a laugh, because what Dave meant was so blindingly clear to us: can I talk to Alvin? How could Miss Miller not see that? But now I’m feeling a tad guilty at how easy it was for me to declare Miss Miller dense and laugh at her expense (even if she was a cartoon). Because, really, she had a point. I’m guessing her train of thought would have gone something like this: If Dave wanted to talk to Alvin, he would have come right out and said so, but since he asked if Alvin was available, he must have something entirely different in mind, and for some reason, he’s being cagey about it. Thus, the completely logical response was, in fact, “Available for what?”

			The point is that very often when we think we’re communicating what we want someone to do—that is, our call to action—as far as they’re concerned, we’re not. That’s because, like Dave and Miss Miller, we’re wearing a decidedly different decoder ring, so we don’t actually know the meaning they’ll read into what, as far as we’re concerned, we’ve very plainly asked them to do. In other words, we think we know our audience, but we don’t.

			And, even more shockingly, while we think we know what we want them to do, we often get that woefully wrong, too. I know; it sounds impossible. How could you not know what you’re asking your audience to do? Sheesh, that’s the whole reason you’re creating this story. But like so many things that seem utterly obvious at first blush, there is a bit more to it than meets the eye.

			That’s why in this chapter we’ll work on nailing down who exactly you’re trying to reach and what you actually want them to do. First we’ll define who your audience inherently isn’t. Then we’ll take a look at what you want your audience to do, and how, in your opinion, it will benefit them. That will allow us to begin zeroing in on the specific audience who needs what you’re offering—always keeping in mind that this is still your take on them, the external truth as you see it. (In chapter 6, we’ll dive even deeper: we’ll try to see them, and their world, from their point of view.)

			Note: We’re about to put everything we’ve learned thus far into practice, and you know what that means. Yep, homework! This book is designed to help you create the first draft of your story, one that will move your audience to action. To do that, there will be exercises in every chapter going forward, taking you through the process, step-by-step. You’ll find them at the end of each chapter in this section, aptly called “What To Do,” so by the time you finish the book, you will already have the experience of creating an effective story of your own.

			Who Is Not Part of Your Audience

			There are two wrong choices we often make when defining who our audience is, mistakes that pretty much guarantee that no one will hear what we’re trying to say. So right off the bat, let’s clarify who your audience isn’t.

			It is not:

			1. You.

			2. Everyone.

			We often assume that because our point matters to us, it will matter to our audience—and for the same reasons. It won’t, and this assumption can blind us to a humbling truth: when we’re trying to persuade anyone of anything, we are pretty much irrelevant. They don’t care why we think it’s crucially important that they canvas for our candidate; download our time-saving, soul-boosting, meditation-in-ten-seconds app; or even do their own damn laundry. They care about one thing: how our point, what we’re asking them to do, fits into their belief system, their self-narrative, their tribe’s worldview and solves a problem they already have. That doesn’t make them selfish or egotistical, nor does it make us selfish or egotistical for not recognizing our own blindness. Rather, this tendency can be summed up in one simple truth: we don’t see the world as it is; we see it as we are. This will be your biggest stumbling block if you’re blind to it, or your biggest asset if you harness it.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				STORY TOOL

				We don’t see the world as it is; we see it as we are.

			

				 

			

			

			The thing is, even when we’re aware of the “curse of knowledge,” we still have a propensity to take for granted that our audience knows the same things we do and wants the same things we covet. I mean, who wouldn’t want a fine-line tattoo of a simple wooden house on their right forearm? Wait; that’s me. Did I mention the weeping willow with the tire swing on it, or the owl flying overhead? (Full disclosure: This is an aspirational desire, not one I’ve yet had the courage to put ink to.)

			As neuroscientist Tali Sharot warns, “When attempting to create impact, we first and foremost consider ourselves. We reflect on what is persuasive to us, our state of mind, our desires, and our goals. But, of course, if we want to affect the behaviors and beliefs of the person in front of us, we need to first understand what goes on inside their head and go along with how their brain works.”

			That’s why, in order to create a persuasive story—a story that will allow others to see the world the way we do—we have to find the place where our expertise intersects with a need they already have. Sometimes their need is easy to spot, because it’s right there on the surface.

			It’s something I witnessed firsthand long ago, in the unlikely realm of car repair manuals. I worked for many years at John Muir Publications. It was famous for a book that Muir, the great-grand-nephew of the famed naturalist, self-published in 1969 called How to Keep Your Volkswagen Alive: A Manual of Step-by-Step Procedures for the Compleat Idiot. (Side note: I will never understand how the Complete Idiot books didn’t pay homage to him, not to mention take up his clever misspelling of Complete.) Muir’s book forever changed the way instruction manuals were written because he had the visionary idea of stepping out of his own reality as an engineer and ace mechanic and looking at VW repair from the viewpoint of a mechanically challenged car owner (aka the rest of us). While Muir himself died before I joined the company, his method lived on.

			Here’s what he did: He would start with a VW in need of a specific repair, recruit someone who didn’t know a crescent wrench from a croissant and read him the instructions he’d written on how to fix it. Then he would sit back and not intervene, or so much as arch an eyebrow when the woefully ignorant subject reached for a lug nut, even though the text clearly specified a wing nut in plain English. Instead, he went back to the drawing board, until all anyone needed was a copy of the book and a set of secondhand tools in order to change the spark plugs, tune the engine, or rebuild the clutch.

			It was a brilliant approach. By slipping off his personal decoder ring and looking at the repairs through the eyes of someone who had never set foot in a garage, Muir was able to identify the knowledge that he, as a mechanic, took for granted, and make sure it was clearly laid out for the uninitiated reader. His book went on to sell more than two million copies.

			Okay, you may be thinking, Got it; my audience isn’t me. I can work with that. But as long as I’m broadening my horizons, why not dream big? Why can’t my audience be everyone?

			There Is No Everyone. There’s Just You and Me and Everyone We Know

			Trying to reach everyone is the same as trying to reach no one, and it has just about the same effect. That’s because there is no “everyone.” There are only individual people, who band together based on their common interests and beliefs, with the goal of survival, whether physical, social, or both.

			What’s more, if you try to reach everyone, your focus shifts from grabbing their attention to not offending anyone in the process. Now all your creative energy is focused on being toothless because each faction of “everyone” will have a different misbelief that keeps them from hearing your call to action. There can be no single, overarching truth to counter…what, exactly? So no resulting realization. No transformation. No emotion. You’ve created a story as bland, benign, and let’s face it, as boring as possible—which is the exact opposite of what you want.

			But wait, you may be thinking, my goal is to stop climate change, and there’s a perfectly logical argument for casting the widest net possible: It’s going to affect us all, not to mention the generations to come, and there are things each and every one of us could do right this very minute to slow it down. So why can’t the audience be everyone?

			The answer is simple. While we are wired to need other people, we’re not wired to need every single other person. We’re wired to need those people whose tribe we find ourselves a part of, the tribe that guarantees our social survival, from which our self-identity then springs. Sure, as we grow, we may leave one tribe and join another (adjusting our decoder ring accordingly), but that tribe is never “everyone.”

			So even if you are trying to reach “everyone,” you’ll need a different story for each tribe, because each group’s belief system will have a different take on your call to action. For instance, a study in 2013 led by Dena Gromet at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, revealed that while conservatives will buy energy-efficient light bulbs based on the money saved, a significant number will change their mind if there is a “protect the environment” sticker on the package. Therefore if your goal is to sell energy-efficient light bulbs because they’re a great way to reduce our carbon footprint, your job isn’t to convince conservatives on the importance of conservation. Instead, it’s to dive into their story and find out what matters most to them, given what you want them to do. In this case, what they want is to save money, because being frugal is key to their belief system—as far as they’re concerned, that is the actual benefit you’re bestowing upon them. And in so doing, they never have to know buying green light bulbs will also reduce their carbon footprint. Mission (stealthily) accomplished.

			The point, according to Gromet in National Geographic, is that “you can lose significant portions of people who would otherwise be interested in these products when you use that environmental labeling. It indicates that different messages can reach different groups.” Indeed.

			Given that people who are concerned about the environmental impact of energy-hogging light bulbs are already using “green light bulbs,” creating a campaign pitching “money-saving light bulbs” would not only help the environment, but reach a whole new audience.

			Okay, now that we know who your audience inherently isn’t, there’s one more potential category to dispense of. This time, it’s up to you.

			Thanks, But No Thanks

			It may sound counterintuitive, but I can virtually guarantee that there are some potential customers, clients, and donors you don’t want to reach with your message—although they very well may be clamoring to leap onto your bandwagon. The problem is, they’re primed to misunderstand what you’re offering. So chances are, it won’t be long until they start complaining, insisting you’re withholding things that you never promised in the first place, and threatening to announce it on social media, nonstop, 24/7. Soon you find yourself either trying to give them something that is, in fact, impossible, or scrambling to put out a thousand little fires, leaving you unable to do your best for the audience to whom your service is best suited.

			The question is: Who, specifically, don’t you want your audience to be—who would you turn away?

			For instance, in my own story-coaching business, I want clients to hire me to help guide them as they dig deep into what they’re trying to say, and so write the most compelling, powerful story they can. So my obvious audience is writers.

			But which writers? Anyone who wants to write a story? No. Definitely not.

			Over the years, I’ve learned to ask: within the wide group of people who could be my audience, who would I pass on? (Full disclosure: That benign sounding “learned to ask” is a euphemism for what the flaming, mortifying mistakes I made along the way taught me.)

			So what did I learn? I learned to pass on writers who aren’t willing to dive deep and do the hard, often painful work of dredging up the real story they’re after. Writers who want to argue with every bit of feedback and tell me their bestie, their mom, their writing group told them that what they were doing is just fine. I don’t want to work with writers who only want positive feedback, and whose real goal is to have me say, “Why, this is brilliant! Let me introduce you to my agent.” I don’t want to work with writers who can’t kill their darlings (for you nonwriters, yes, that is a metaphor). I don’t want to work with writers who want a guarantee that they’ll be able to finish their book in three months, or even three years, or that it will be published when they do finish—none of that is my call.

			Taking on such clients is not only a headache for me, ultimately costing me time and money, but worse, I end up letting those writers down because I cannot give them what they want.

			It took a lot of soul-searching to come to the conclusion that, even though it meant turning away clients, it’s the sadder but wiser writer for me, those who have been in the game long enough to know that unless they’re willing to do the hard work, their book will have a guaranteed audience of one.

			The good news is that by defining who you don’t want your audience to be, you’re also further defining who you do want to serve. It enables you to refine what your mission is, and therefore your message. It also helps you weed out people whose tribal belief system probably wouldn’t have meshed with yours anyway, keeping you from the seductive temptation of trying to win them over, or worse, watering down what you do in order to appeal to the widest possible audience.

			Your audience does not need to be big. It just needs to be made up of individuals who have the potential to become superfans, whose goal will then be trumpeting your call to action as if it were their own—because it will be.

			Now that we’re ready to define who your target audience is, the question becomes, um, okay, so what do you want those people to do? Because unless you know exactly what you’re offering, it’s impossible to figure out who will be receptive and who will quickly take to Twitter to denounce you, at best, as hopelessly clueless.

			Calling All Calls to Action

			It sounds so simple: what exactly is your call to action? It can be a harder question than it appears because we’re all driven by our specific end goal, which feels totally, abundantly clear—to us. We want our audience to donate to our cause, to buy our product, subscribe to our service, vote for our candidate—or even, geez, just clean up their room before the boss comes over for dinner. Pretty clear, right?

			But let’s say your goal is to mobilize your audience to fight climate change. You’re envisioning a world with crystal blue skies, plentiful clean drinking water, and enough real food to feed us all, snacks included. Great, I’m right there with you. But what action do you want me to take? What, specifically, will my compatriots and I be mobilized to do once we’ve heard your story? Please don’t say form a committee to discuss possible avenues of action in an open-ended and egalitarian forum. Because you know we’ll spend most of our time figuring out whose house to meet at and who’s going to bring those healthy, eco-friendly snacks. Heck, even deciding which snacks to bring might necessitate the formation of a sub-committee.

			Let’s face it; we need leaders, and right now that’s you. Which means that your goal is to come up with as many concrete calls to action as you can, so that you can pick the one that will help you identify, and then motivate, your target audience.

			Keep in mind that your ultimate goal might not be the same as your story’s call to action. In fact, your product might not even be referenced in your story. Always’ #LikeAGirl campaign didn’t mention their product once, and the call to action was most decidedly not “buy our Ultra Thin Maxi Pads.” Although, of course, the company’s end goal was to up their market share by winning more customers who would do exactly that. But to reach that goal, the campaign’s call to action was to inspire their target audience to feel the kind of emotional connection to their brand that comes from knowing someone is on your side, and to pay it forward by sharing their own experience of redefining what #LikeAGirl means. Instead of being an embarrassment, posting empowering moments with the Always logo attached would become a show of solidarity, a positive association that would strengthen their brand.

			That’s why the one hard-and-fast rule is that what you want your audience to do can’t be conceptual, vague, or abstract. It has to be concrete, specific, and actionable. Because without clear steps toward achieving your call to action, your audience will be left with the unsettling feeling that you want them to do something but they’re not exactly sure what. Or, in the words of Miss Miller, “Available for what?”

			What’s Your What

			Whether or not you can envision how your audience will get from where they are now to where you want them to be, chances are you can see that end goal. It’s as simple as filling in the blank:

			I want my audience to ____________.

			For instance:

			
					
					I want my audience to download my new app.

				

					
					I want my audience to vote for my candidate.

				

					
					I want my audience to fund the new wing of my museum.

				

					
					I want my audience to snack on mealworm muffins.

				

			

			If your goal sounds like that, great. It’s clear, concise, and doable (okay, except maybe those questionable muffins).

			But if, like that educator at the aquarium who wanted people to go home and “think deeply about the issues,” you’re not exactly sure what your specific call to action is, why not take a page from his book and think deeply about it, focusing on the specific things you’d want your audience to do once they’ve thought deeply.

			For instance, let’s say our nonprofit’s overarching goal is to promote composting and mulching in order to combat climate change, reduce waste, and get people in touch with nature (at least in their own backyard). Our call to action list might look something like this:

			
					
					I want people to compost their food scraps and build soil with it in their backyard.

				

					
					I want people to use their leaves as an overwinter mulch rather than bagging them and getting rid of them.

				

					
					I want people to harvest the abundant insect life this will foster, ultimately moving to a diet based on cricket-flour cookies, deep-fried grasshoppers, and termite ragout—insects, the most sustainable protein ever.

				

			

			Sounds great; doesn’t it? But remember, this list of potential calls to action is what we want our audience to do. The question they’ll be asking is the one we’re all wired to ask: What’s in it for me?

			How Will What I’m Offering Benefit My Audience?

			This probably seems obvious. Benefit, are you kidding me? If they take up my call to action, they’ll help ensure world peace. They’ll make sure there is breathable air for their kids. They’ll be riding the best, sleekest bike on the road instead of driving that gas guzzler. Can’t we just move on? No. That kind of utter assurance is, itself, a red flag. Because the surer you are of what that benefit will be, the more likely it is that you’re not really seeing it from your audience’s point of view—and so, by extension, you won’t be able to tell a story they truly identify with. The good news is that this tends to be a signal that there are even more potent benefits lurking beneath that very obvious surface. In other words: dig deeper.

			Here’s a handy rule of thumb (and this works in all arenas): When something is head-smackingly clear to you, it most likely means there are a ton of things you’re taking for granted. This is not to say that you’re wrong; of course, people would find world peace, breathable air, and a nifty, ultralight bike to be a benefit. But if you stop with the obvious, you’re selling yourself—and your idea—short. Because, chances are, there is a lot more to it than that.

			With our composting campaign, it’s easy to sum up the benefit in one big general sentence: It’ll help reverse climate change. But wait, there’s more! For instance:

			
					
					Compost will enrich the soil and be able to grow more plants.

				

					
					They’ll be able to cut back on or maybe even stop using chemical fertilizers, which will save them money.

				

					
					Hey, they’ll also save money by reducing their garbage bill.

				

					
					They’ll help improve air quality.

				

					
					They’ll spend more time outdoors raking and getting in touch with nature.

				

					
					They’ll learn to love cricket stew. (It is the way of the future. We’ll get used to it; right?)

				

			

			Once you get started, it’s surprising and exhilarating to see how long the list can grow. For some things, though, the benefits might at first be more conceptual, which is another red flag. For instance, vote for my candidate, and you’ll get someone who will:

			
					
					Work tirelessly for you. (Yes, but to do what?)

				

					
					“Drain the swamp.” (Define swamp.)

				

					
					Address climate change. (Yes, but how?)

				

					
					Uphold national values. (Which are what?)

				

					
					Shoot from the hip. (Yes, but at whom?)

				

			

			The problem is that those benefits are so generic they can be interpreted a thousand different ways; rather than being inclusive, ultimately, they’re empty. Your goal here is to be as specific as possible about the actual, boots-on-the-ground benefit your audience will get. And don’t be afraid to be controversial. As in:

			
					
					Vote for my candidate, and she’ll put everything she has into instituting single-payer health care, so everyone can go to the doctor (including you).

				

					
					She’ll fight for a universal basic income for everyone (so you don’t need three jobs and four roommates just to make the rent).

				

					
					She’ll go to the mat to institute an assault rifle ban (so your kids won’t need those bulletproof backpacks after all).

				

			

			In other words, be bold. Be honest—even if it scares you. As we’ll discuss in the pages to come: if it makes you feel vulnerable, you’re on the right track.

			Sometimes, though, finding even one concrete benefit isn’t easy. For instance, if you’re asking people to donate to your cause—say, the building of a new wing on the art museum—what will it get them?

			
					
					Um, they’ll get to see more art?

				

					
					Their art museum will become world-class?

				

					
					It will boost tourism to their city?

				

			

			See? This one is harder. Because really, how does it benefit them? That’s not to say it won’t, just that sometimes it’s surprisingly difficult to separate how your call to action benefits you from how it might benefit your audience. That was the mistake LaGuardia Airport made with their “Gee, aren’t we great!” announcement. Whoever wrote it was sure that the sleek, modern terminal they would one day unveil would be seen as a real benefit by the weary, inconvenienced travelers, never pausing to consider that in reality, many of them would never be back to reap those lauded benefits, anyway.

			LaGuardia should have taken lessons from Los Angeles International Airport (LAX). LAX addressed the chaos caused by its massive renovation by focusing on the travelers themselves, instead of how spiffy the airport would be long after they were gone. Mindful of the nightmarish congestion caused by their project, LAX wanted to get ahead of the problem. Their goal was to “take the edge off the airport’s construction woes and bring a warm touch to stressed-out travelers arriving at LAX amid ongoing construction that is part of the airport’s $14-billion overhaul.” So they got local celebrities—including Los Angeles Dodgers third baseman Justin Turner, L. A. Philharmonic director Gustavo Dudamel, and chef Susan Feniger—to record a warm welcome and point out things those travelers might enjoy in the city. They didn’t negate the problem, they acknowledged it, put it in context, and then made us feel as if they were on our team.

			The difference between these announcements and LaGuardia’s is that LAX focused on how we feel and on our lives going forward, rather than on how great their airport was going to be. My personal favorite is Jimmy Kimmel’s welcome, because he hits the problem square on, no excuses: “Hi, I’m Jimmy Kimmel. Welcome to LAX. We apologize for all the construction, but you’ll forget all about it once you get on the 405. Anyway, we hope you enjoy your stay in Los Angeles. And if you need anything at all, call Matt Damon; he has no friends.”

			It’s hard not to smile hearing that (unless, of course, you’re Matt Damon). And as studies reveal, smiling releases dopamine, endorphins, and serotonin, which then alleviate stress, lower your blood pressure and heart rate, and relax your body—a definite benefit for those weary travelers. What’s more, you know that old saw, “smile and the world smiles with you”? Turns out to be a biological fact. So suddenly those other travelers don’t look so weary, so much like strangers. Instead we’re all united in a shared experience, facing a hardship with a smile, which makes us feel kind of brave. It might seem like a small thing, but I can tell you, had LaGuardia played a similar announcement on that bus, even though it wouldn’t have helped me get to that meeting on time, it would have made me laugh, and more important, feel seen.

			That’s why you need to get to know your audience, so you can find the place where what you’re offering provides something they’ll see as a benefit.

			With that in mind, it’s time to start zeroing in on who your audience actually is.

			Getting Specific: Okay, So Then Who Is Your Audience?

			Out of everyone left, who, exactly, will be your target audience? Chances are you have many groups to choose from. For instance, with our composting campaign, it’s easy to come up with a bunch of possibilities:

			
					
					Gardeners

				

					
					Urban homesteaders

				

					
					Homeowners

				

			

			The notion of gardeners sounds promising. Surely there are a ton of gardeners who might be interested, and they’re already out there in the yard, digging. The problem is that there are just as many who might find mulching and composting way too inconvenient, time consuming, and maybe even kind of icky. In the thanks-but-no-thanks category, competitive lawn gardeners, ornamental gardeners, and Martha Stewart-type gardeners are probably out. While they might be interested, chances are, to these people, backyard composting and overwintering leaf mulch is just going to look “messy,” which would force us to work overtime trying to figure out how to help them pretty it up (good luck with that). And a quick Google search nets a long list of types of gardeners, from “clueless” to “Mr. I-Want-It-All” (whatever that means), which tells us something: gardeners are a less specific category than they sounded at first.

			The next possibility: urban homesteaders—people who practice urban agriculture and strive to be self-sustaining—seem like the perfect audience. Too perfect. Because chances are, they’re not only already composting, but also they could probably teach us a few tricks. Our goal isn’t to preach to the choir; it’s to bring new converts into the fold.

			So what about that last possibility: homeowners. They sound like the least likely category because, as yet, we haven’t even figured out if they garden at all. But since, like you, one thing we do know a lot about is our own mission, we’re well aware of how people feel about climate change. Right off the bat, we know that seven out of ten Americans are worried about it (including more than 50 percent of homeowners), that 70 percent worry they’re not doing enough, 73 percent say they’re motivated to make changes, but 51 percent aren’t sure what they can do. That means that a slew of homeowners are already on board conceptually but are still looking for a way to help. And because they own a home, they very well may have a backyard and might even dabble a bit in gardening. Score!

			And there’s something else: This tells us that right now many of them might be feeling powerless in the face of climate change, so finding a simple solution “in their own backyard” might empower them, inspiring them to convince their friends and neighbors to do the same.

			They have the potential to become the kind of superfan we need.

			It feels like we know exactly who our audience is, but believe it or not, we’re still in the land of the general. How can you tell? Close your eyes. Can you see those homeowners who believe in climate change? Or are they still a faceless group, a demographic on a chart?

			You’d have the same problem if you identified your audience as truckers from Tacoma. Hipsters from Hollywood. Recent retirees in Richmond. Or even rock climbers, tweens, or middle-aged men who like to watch football. Like our homeowners, these groups sound specific, and it might feel as if we’ve nailed it. But the truth is categories like these are still way too general.

			To be effective, we need to refine it further. Is it tweens who are in the 4-H Club, or the ones who only listen to indie rock? Is it middle-aged men who like to watch football because they’ve bet thousands on the game, or guys who watch because they’re reliving their high school glory days? Big difference.

			Once you’ve zeroed in on your specific target audience, the goal is to close your eyes and envision the one person you see as embodying the group. What do they look like, what are they wearing, what is an average day like for them?

			This is crucial because the story you’re going to create will have a protagonist—one person who will embody your target audience’s misbelief and face a problem that forces them to confront it, triggering a realization that allows them to solve the problem. The person you’re zeroing in on now? Think of them as your potential protagonist.

			For instance, for our composting campaign audience, I’m picturing Cosmo, a dad in his late thirties. In my mind, he’s a guy who worries about climate change but doesn’t exactly know what to do about it. Neither he nor his wife, Wanda, both of whom work, have a lot of extra time, especially given the kids’ schedules. They try to eat healthy, love those pre-measured meal kits you can order to then cook at home, but feel a tad guilty about all the packaging. Cosmo has a fine-line tattoo of a house on his right forearm.

			But what we’re most interested in revolves around the change we want Cosmo to make to his normal routine—that is, what he currently does with his kitchen scraps, what he does with the leaves in the fall, and how he fertilizes the plants in his backyard (that is, if he even has a garden). Because that’s what we’re going to ask him to change. What we’ll have to then drill down to is the personal benefit he’ll get from making that change. As we’ll see in chapter 6, we don’t tend to make changes based on some amorphous future benefit the change might net us. So as much as Cosmo may care about stopping climate change, if we can give him an immediate benefit, it’s way more likely he’ll make the change we’re advocating.

			But keep in mind that this is still our version of who our audience is. It’s the story we tell ourselves about them, which might be quite different from the story they tell themselves. As social scientist Brené Brown points out in Dare to Lead, when trying to figure out why anyone does anything, simply beginning with “the story I’m telling myself about what you’re doing is…” is a game changer. Because it makes it clear to us that this is our story about what someone else is doing, not theirs. And it opens us up to the possibility that we could be wrong.

			For instance, everything I just told myself about Cosmo, who in my mind represents our target audience, could be completely and utterly wrong. Our target audience might abhor those meal kits, (hey, I just threw them in because I always see those big boxes on my neighbor’s porch, and it sounded good), and they might not have any kids at all. And, yeah, that fine-line tattoo is what I want. I was projecting my beliefs and desires on him, envisioning him as part of my tribe, instead of trying to see him as part of his.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				STORY TOOL

				Don’t envision your audience as part of your tribe. See them as part of theirs.

			

			

			That’s why I can’t stop here with my version of Cosmo’s worldview. Because while this is the first step when it comes to thinking specifically rather than generally, I’m still making a lot of assumptions, without realizing it. That’s why in chapter 6 we’ll begin questioning those assumptions, clearing them away until we can see Cosmo the way he sees himself.

			The point is, without digging deeper, chances are good that the story you’ll create will revolve around what you think your audience’s concerns are, and why you think they should take up your cause, buy your product, or hire you.

			That’s why once you’ve identified your audience, you have to identify with them. While that’s much, much harder, it’s also far more rewarding.

			But how can you figure out what someone else thinks, short of being clairvoyant or, even more frightening (because it feels eerily possible), using some new Silicon Valley app? Happily there are other ways, because mind reading is exactly what we’ll be tackling in the next chapter, sans magic or implanted computer chips.

			
				WHAT TO DO

				

				Yes, this is an assignment. Break out your paper and pencil, fire up the old laptop, and take a moment to write down your thoughts and make them real.

				
						
						Who don’t you want your audience to be? Why? (Be as snarky, heartfelt, brutally honest, and vulnerable as you dare. Let it all out. It can be deliciously cathartic; trust me.)

					

				

				
						
						What do you want your audience to do—what is your ultimate goal? How would you answer the question, “I want my audience to (fill in the blank).”

					

						
						Make a list of potential calls to action that would result in your ultimate goal. Dive deep and don’t just think it; write it out.

					

						
						Go over the list you just made and figure out the benefits you believe your audience will derive from each call to action. How would it help them?

					

						
						Who, in your view, would benefit most from heeding your call to action? Why?

					

						
						Close your eyes and envision the one person who embodies the group. How old are they? Where do they live? What are they wearing? Be as specific as possible.
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			YOUR AUDIENCE, ACCORDING TO THEM

			“It’s hard not to like someone once you know their story.”

			—MR. ROGERS

			

			We’re about to take a deep dive into our target audience’s mind, with these three things in ours:

			1. How will your call to action benefit your audience based on their specific worldview?

			2. What beliefs do they have that you’ll be butting up against when asking them to change?

			3. Based on their worldview, how will the change you want them to make help them become their most authentic self?

			Knowing answers to these questions will help you create a story that will make your audience feel heard, and it bears repeating: People don’t listen until they feel heard.

			Which means that in order to create a story that will move people to action, it’s not enough to simply pinpoint your target audience. Yes, knowing who you want to reach and having a general notion of their worldviews is a great start. But knowing it intellectually isn’t enough. In order to persuade, you have to go deeper still. You have to empathize with them. That doesn’t mean simply knowing why they’re doing what they do, it means being able to actually feel the compelling internal logic behind it, without demeaning it, vilifying it, or rolling your eyes.

			That’s why in this chapter we’ll tackle what may be the hardest step of all: truly seeing the world through your audience’s eyes. We’ll explore why this is so important, and why it can feel so hard, even given everything we already know. Our goal is to discover a need they have, a problem they’re facing, that—as far as they’re concerned—our call to action can solve. Otherwise we risk inadvertently misunderstanding, or worse, making light of something they care deeply about.

			This is important even when you’re trying to reach an audience of one: your teenage daughter, your boss, or your neighbor who lets his new dog bark all night long. And make no mistake, even when your audience is a million people, that’s still a million individual people.

			The biggest obstacle to genuinely grasping other people’s internal logic is our pesky tendency to make assumptions about what drives their behavior. Like the one that I just made about your neighbor: that he lets his dog bark all night long, implying that he’s totally aware of how annoying that is and doesn’t give a damn. In fact, maybe he gets off on knowing that he’s destroying your night’s sleep. That makes your blood boil as you grab the phone to call the cops and report him.

			But…maybe that’s not the true story. Maybe your neighbor has been trying hard to quiet Fido down, but nothing is working. You see, Fido was his mom’s dog, she died a month ago, and the mournful pooch has been howling at the moon ever since. Truth is, your neighbor’s using every ounce of strength not to howl along with him. Even if you were sleep deprived, realizing that would break your heart, making you want to comfort the poor man, rather than bring charges against him. And maybe buy some earplugs. (I find a white noise machine works wonders.)

			The point is, knowing who your audience is and what they normally do is only the beginning. To convince them to do something different, you need to feel like you’re part of their community, part of their tribe.

			But be forewarned, one of the hardest things about seeing your issue from your audience’s point of view is that you might discover that they think you’re a 100 percent wrong, and a big fat idiot to boot. As we discussed back in chapter 2, thanks to our biology, that’s something it’s nigh on impossible to contemplate without your blood pressure spiking so high that you have to sit down for a moment and fan yourself. It’s not a sign of intellectual weakness; it’s just your brain’s way of protecting you from what it is wired to perceive as a full-frontal attack. It’s probably why, as columnist Franklin P. Adams so sagely pointed out, “Seeing ourselves as others see us would probably confirm our worst suspicions about them.”

			But there’s another way of looking at it (once your pulse is back to normal). In fact, the initial anger you may feel when you realize how much they disagree with you can be useful. It can be a starting point for empathy, as in, “Hey, I bet that’s exactly how they feel about me when I tell them that they’re wrong.”

			I learned that lesson recently while reading a political editorial by a pundit whose worldview I share. She was clever, biting, and deliciously snarky about the supporters of a politician I particularly disagree with (okay, fine, utterly detest). She called them “myopic whiners.” Yes, I thought, exactly. But then it hit me. Were a pundit on the other side of the aisle to call my tribe “myopic whiners,” I’d be livid, and from that moment forward, I wouldn’t listen to a single word that so-called pundit said.

			The point is, you have your reasons for believing your audience should follow your call to action, and they have their reasons for why they’re not already doing so. Reasons that mean a lot to them, reasons they feel in their bones.

			However—and this is the key—we now know that their reasons don’t get their power from external logic, even when there is external logic. Their reasons are powered by emotion. And ours are, too. That’s why you aren’t simply trying to find out what your audience’s reasons are; your goal is to find out why those reasons have the meaning—the emotional weight—they do.

			In a nutshell: You’re not looking for how to best potential buyers, donors, voters, or customers in an argument, or to create a story that shows them how smart you are or how great your product is. Instead, you’re looking for a way in, for the place where their worldview meshes with what you’re offering, for how you can benefit them.

			Thus, it helps to hit the mute button, silencing that voice in your head that’s always judging, thinking how much better off people would be if only they just did what you want them to do without asking so many questions. After all, we humans aren’t wired to do things simply because someone told us to; if we were, we’d all have sent our bank account number to that nice Nigerian prince. We do things because we want to. That’s why your story has to allow people to make up their own minds, while at the same time making them feel that there is only one real option. The Always video didn’t appear to have any “message”—it just gave people the opportunity to see things differently and, based on their own internal logic, change how they interpreted what they experienced.

			As you dig into your audience’s worldview and how they see themselves, the key to empathizing with them is to ask the most potent question of all: Why do they believe what they believe?

			It’s Not About What They Do; It’s About Why

			Let’s say we want to reach those recent retirees from Richmond we mentioned in chapter 5. Our goal is to envision someone who epitomizes that group, and so we begin with the logical assumption that what they want is to find a way to put their hard-won expertise to work, to spend more time with the grandkids, and to chow down on better early-bird specials. But, logical according to whom? Uh, that was me.

			What if the truth is that they love to wear faded jeans and T-shirts and still have that old motorcycle stashed in the garage—they don’t see themselves as nearly as old as we thought they did, and they certainly don’t care about early-bird specials? I’d be in big trouble.

			The question is how exactly do you discover what your target audience really wants? Big companies do their research via focus groups—traditionally in person and now sometimes online—made up of people they believe represent their target audience, recruited for a price, who answer probing questions aimed at determining how they really feel about some aspect of that company’s product—without knowing which company commissioned the group. But that kind of formal research is expensive, time-consuming, and may not even reveal the desired results, since, as we’ll discuss in chapter 7, people are often, shall we say, less than truthful, especially when the “real” answer might be a tad embarrassing (or so they believe).

			Luckily, you can conduct less formal, but still effective, market research in both the digital world of social media, and in the real world of actual people actually interacting in the wild. And lest you dismiss the latter, remember that a reconnaissance mission out into the good old flesh-and-blood world is sometimes the most effective (and only) means of delving into your audience’s worldview.

			For instance, the above-mentioned bikers of a certain age might not spend much time on social media. Thus, fieldwork in the actual field might be in order—perhaps a trip to a casino, or a classic bike show, or even to an Ultimate Stones tribute concert. Whether the goal is simply observing them to get a better idea of what they’re passionate about or, that done, chatting them up—because people love to talk about things they care about—the info gleaned can be surprisingly revealing.

			What’s more, being there in the flesh allows you to step into their world and experience what it feels like firsthand. What are the slogans on their T-shirts? What brands are they wearing? What kind of spending money might these folks have, based on the kind of purchases they’re making? It’s a great opportunity to eavesdrop (just don’t let them catch you). What do their conversations suggest about how they see the world?

			But since meeting your target audience in real life is not always doable, financially viable, or physically possible, there’s the other arena, that most potent avenue of inquiry: social media—an avenue most of us have already traveled in search of revealing tidbits about those in our personal lives, things they might not even realize are out there.

			Like when you’ve just met someone you’re crazy about—what do you do? Be honest. I’m not saying you’re the suspicious type, but you’ve been around the block. You’d be a dolt if you didn’t Google them; right? You know, so you can see if you’re truly compatible (and be sure they’re not an ax murderer, or worse, married).

			While an online search can’t replace genuine one-on-one interviews, it comes close. In fact, there are times when the self we reveal on social media is (unbeknownst to us) more transparent than the self we present in person. Like that parent who posts daily about their eight-year-old’s latest academic accomplishment, not realizing they’re coming across as a helicopter parent and making us feel kind of sorry for that poor kid who never has a minute to go outside and play.

			With that in mind, hop onto Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, or whatever took their place five minutes after I wrote this, in search of members of your target audience. You’re looking for inside info on how they see the world, what they like, and of course, what they had for lunch. And where. And with whom. (Sounds creepy, I know. But, hey, when it comes to stalking our audience, we’re rank amateurs compared to Siri and Alexa.)

			How do you find those representative members in the first place? You might begin on Instagram by looking up causes or brands similar to yours to see who follows them, then follow the followers. What do they post? Who else do they follow? What memes do they like, or better yet, repost themselves? What other brands do they follow? What causes do they support? What kind of blogs do they link to, and what kind of comments do they leave?

			You’re not just looking for what they do; you’re on the hunt for why they’re doing it. Learning what their concerns, fears, and desires are is a good start. But the deeper question is: What is the belief system behind those concerns, desires, and fears? What tribe are they loyal to? (After all, that tribe is your target audience.) What matters most to them? Who are their heroes? What keeps them up at night? What would they rather die than admit to?

			Themes will emerge, and you may find that the one thing that brings everyone in your target audience together is something that had not occurred to you at all, completely changing the benefit you assumed you were providing. For instance, let’s say your product is a new high-tech bike, with an ultra-lightweight carbon frame. You may have seen its key benefit as being faster, sleeker, and so cutting-edge that everyone on the block will be jealous. After much research, you’ve defined your target audience as urban commuters ages twenty-five to sixty, who could ride it to get to work (as opposed to rural folks), are fit enough to do so, and have the disposable income to buy a pricey bike. But upon further digging, you’ve discovered that these people aren’t thinking about bikes at all. What they are longing for is a way to get to work on time, given that traffic has turned their morning commute into a noxious parking lot—a problem that your bike could solve. Different desire, different place where your product meshes with their world; therefore different benefit, different story.

			That’s what happened with our composting campaign: we focused on gardeners first, thinking that they already were out there getting their hands dirty, so composting would be an easy ask. But we soon realized that not only were there myriad subsets of gardeners, but also we were looking at it backward to begin with. The question wasn’t could someone compost; it was why would they want to?

			As it turned out, there was another, much larger group we could zero in on: homeowners. After all, many of them worry about climate change and have backyards, so they have both a place to compost and lots of leaves to get rid of. That much we could figure out on our own, and based on that, I picked Cosmo as my protagonist, the dad we want to convince to compost his leaves instead of bagging them and setting them out by the curb.

			It’s time to dig deeper, so we can see the world from his point of view. What about his motive? Why would he be receptive to our ask now? Is there a fear more up close and personal than gradually rising temperatures? What about his kids? A quick internet search reveals that seven in ten teens believe that climate change will cause a great deal of harm in their lives, much of it thanks to Mom and Dad’s generation (ouch).

			So far, so good, until…

			It was the next deep dive that opened my eyes. Turns out I’d fallen head first into the very trap we’re trying to avoid: I picked Cosmo—the dad—due to my own bias (true story). I want to live in a world where men and women are equal partners when it comes to household tasks and child-rearing. After a little digging, I discovered that men tend to do more yard work than women (sigh), and that men are also becoming more engaged in caring for their kids than ever (yay). But further research revealed that women around the world are “leading the way toward more equitable and just solutions to climate change,” and what’s more, moms still do 65 percent of the child-rearing as compared to dads, which helps explain why it’s the social media feeds of the moms in my online research that seem to reflect the most anxiety over the impact of climate change, especially on their kids. So, mom it is. The person representing our target audience now flips from Cosmo, the dad, to Wanda, the mom.

			Diving into the social media of such moms, a potent composite starts to emerge: The daily NatGeo pictures that she reposts tell us that she loves the outdoors, her Instagram shots of the kids out hiking and biking show us that she relishes being with her family, and the story she shared about building a bird feeder with her seven-year-old lets us know that she enjoys hands-on projects. The fact that she supports politicians who combat climate change tells us what her priorities are. Which means what we’re asking her to do could indeed help her become—and be seen—as her most authentic self.

			Based on the articles she “likes” and the people she follows, we can see that she’s always on the hunt for activities that can bring her family together. Great! That’s yet another place where we offer a benefit: composting gets us outside, and surely the kids could help.

			What is she afraid of? Based on the articles she retweets, she wants to know what her kids are up to, she wants to connect with them, and she doesn’t want to be left behind as they grow up. She’s afraid her kids are spending too much time inside, mesmerized by screens. She’s afraid that the world her generation is leaving for her kids will be unlivable. Unsustainable. She’s afraid that, given how busy everyone is, there’s no way they can come together. Yet another place we can offer a benefit. We’re on a roll.

			Note that, like those would-be bike riders we were talking about, none of this has to do with our specific call to action. There’s nary a word in her social media posts about composting, gardening, what she does with the family’s food scraps after dinner, or what she and her family do with their leaves in the fall. That is totally fine, because as we’ll see in chapter 7, the problem we’re going to solve for Wanda has nothing to do with her view of leftovers or the care and maintenance of her yard, but with her view of the world, herself, and a problem she has identified.

			Digging for this specific info is crucial. Because while Wanda is just one person, she represents the tribe we want to communicate with, our target audience. Remember, the person we’re envisioning will most likely be our story’s protagonist, and it’s only by zeroing in on her belief system that we can speak her language. If you get this part of the equation wrong, your campaign can go down in flames.

			Let me give you an example.

			
				CASE STUDY: MOTRIN

				

				In 2008, Motrin launched a video campaign aimed at new moms. Taxi, the independent shop that created the campaign, knew the surface stuff: moms had begun wearing their babies in a sling or carrier, and that can give them backaches. Fair enough.

				Unfortunately, they didn’t dive into why the moms were opting for slings rather than strollers. So someone who—I’m taking a wild guess here—was not a baby-wearing mom wrote the copy, and while they did manage to touch on the real reason moms (and dads) wear their babies, they did it in a decidedly snarky way: “Supposedly,” says the twenty-something female voice that narrates the fifty-second animated video, “it’s a real bonding experience. They say that babies carried close to the bod tend to cry less than others.”

				Supposedly? As if it might not be a bonding experience? Research (and the experience of parents themselves) says it is. Why say supposedly? Especially since Motrin’s target audience already wears their babies. They’re not considering it; they do it. So why suggest that they may be making a mistake, unless your goal is to sell them a stroller?

				My guess is that the agency wanted to “sound millennial” without figuring out what a millennial mom would actually say.

				And for heaven’s sake, why go further with, “They say babies carried next to the bod cry less”? They, who? Why throw shade on something that these moms already know firsthand? It does reduce crying.

				Even more tone deaf, the video boldly asserts why the creatives at Taxi believed moms were wearing their babies in slings: because it “seems to be in fashion.” Something women did because “it totally makes me look like an official mom.” It would be funny if it wasn’t so patently condescending.

				And finally, in the in-for-a-penny-in-for-a-pound category, the voiceover ends with: “And so if I look tired and crazy, people will understand why.”

				Tired and crazy is clearly how some ad exec saw these moms, but it was definitely not how the moms saw themselves. As one woman tweeted, “I think they were trying to be edgy and even pissed off my husband.” Yeah, the ad hit a home run, but for the wrong team.

				And while the narrator complains about back pain—a lot—she never once mentions pain relief. The video simply ends with the unintentionally ironic tagline: Motrin: We Feel Your Pain.

				Hardly.

				Once the fledgling mom blogging community got wind of the campaign, the backlash was swift and furious. This was not a community they wanted to alienate, given that according to Forbes “women drive seventy to eighty percent of all consumer purchasing decisions,” including over-the-counter medications. Oops.

				The campaign was pulled.

			

			Imagine if they genuinely had empathized with those moms, women who were willing to take on back pain because it meant being closer to their babies, soothing them so they didn’t need to cry. The video might have taken an entirely different track: We know how much it means to you to snuggle your baby; we laud you for it and want to ease your pain during those long walks, so you can focus on what really matters—bonding with your cutie pie.

			The bottom line is: if the story you create doesn’t take place within the world of your audience’s belief system, they, and their tribe, will, at best ignore you, and, at worst, rise up against you. They’ll smite you, even, with babies safely stowed in their slings.

			Where’s the Catch?

			That’s what your audience will be asking themselves. Wouldn’t you? There’s always a catch. It’s the other half of the equation. When you ask a member of your target audience to try something new, you’re also asking them to give up something they’re already doing.

			The question is what, specifically, will they have to give up in order to do what you ask? As in:

			
					
					Instead of driving to work in your comfy car, I want you to ride a bike.

				

					
					Instead of quickly scraping your table scraps into the garbage disposal, I want you to compost them and then use them in your garden. (Oh, and have a garden.)

				

					
					Instead of riding your 1960 Harley with the pack on Saturday mornings, I want you to volunteer at the food pantry.

				

					
					Instead of chowing down on a juicy steak, I want you to eat a big ol’ slab of Tofurkey.

				

					
					Instead of stumbling into Starbucks every morning to buy that eye-opening cup of triple-shot espresso, I want you to donate five dollars a day to save the rainforest.

				

			

			Having researched your target audience’s worldview, either in person or online, by now you know that, to them, driving to work is when they listen to their favorite podcast before having to face their crazy boss, that Saturday morning motorcycle ride is what makes the rest of the week worthwhile, and coffee is the elixir of life (or at least a reason to carry on with it). One of the biggest errors we can make is believing that when we ask them to trade one behavior for another, we’re asking them to make an even swap, in an emotional vacuum.
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				STORY TOOL

				When you ask your target audience to trade one behavior for another, remember: it’s not necessarily an even swap, and it never happens in an emotional vacuum.

			

			

			Make no mistake, it’s not just an external, surface change you’re asking your audience to make; it’s an internal one. You’re asking them to give up something that not only matters to them but could also be at the heart of their identity.

			For instance, I feel most like myself in plain, unadorned black clothes. If you wanted me to wear a colorful, frilly dress, well, I’d rather die (figuratively, unless there are ruffles and bows, then, really, shoot me). Because a dress like that would identify me as “girly” and would make me feel physically confined and deeply uncomfortable. And yet, on the surface, it seems so simple. I mean, I wear clothes, and basically the purpose of clothes is to keep us from being naked in public (string bikinis notwithstanding). So in the grand scheme of things, what difference does it make if I wear black jeans and a T-shirt or a frilly red dress with bangles? None, probably. But we’re not talking about the grand scheme. We’re talking about one person’s sense of self.

			When you know what the internal change you’re asking your audience to make means to them, it becomes abundantly clear that they have deep-seated reasons for what they’re already doing, whether they’re aware of it or not.

			Those mothers didn’t wear their babies in a sling as a fashion statement or to prove they were a “real” mom; they did it to bond with their children, to reduce crying, and because it’s way easier to get things done when you have your hands free. I don’t wear unisex black clothes because it’s in style or cool; I wear them because they make me feel like I’m strong rather than girly, which, in my mind, is linked to being submissive. And, look: I know that many women love looking girly, and that it in no way whatsoever makes them submissive. But the point is that, for me, it’s such a deeply rooted association that if I wore those clothes, that’s how it would make me feel. Showing me a “gorgeous” haute couture frilly dress, no matter how stunning, isn’t going to make a bit of difference.

			Seriously, don’t even try. I am not your target audience.

			What stands in your way is the internal meaning your audience reads into the external change you want them to make. That is what your story has to target. Or, if it’s an intractable belief—like what wearing a frilly dress means to me—you’ll have to either dive back into their story and find another way in, or realize that you’ve chosen the wrong target audience. That’s why knowing which beliefs can’t be budged is just as valuable as knowing which ones can.
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				STORY TOOL

				Knowing which beliefs can’t be budged is just as valuable as knowing which ones can.

			

			

			What you’re looking for is a pressing concern, a worry, a fear your audience already has that your call to action can help remedy, without challenging all that they hold dear. That is the benefit they will reap by heeding your call to action.

			And speaking of benefits, there is hidden benefit in all the digging you’re about to tackle in the “What to Do” section. Given how much you will learn about your target audience, you may find yourself empathizing with them in a way you didn’t at the start of the process.

			Because once you know their story, you’ve vicariously experienced what matters most to them. By putting yourself in their skin, you’ll be better able to feel why they’re doing what they’re doing, and by extension, why it makes sense to them. You’ll know what makes them feel good about themselves, and what makes them feel like their true self. Chances are, you’ll then have a notion of what their misbelief might be—the thing that will keep them from hearing your call to action. That is what your story is going to open their eyes to.

			That’s potent information, and you’re going to need it. Because in chapter 7, you’re going to tackle the biggest challenge when it comes to convincing anyone to do anything they aren’t already doing: getting them to change voluntarily.

			
				WHAT TO DO

				

				Take the time to research your target audience just as we did with Wanda. Find someone who embodies that audience and, if possible, go to the places where they congregate with their tribe. Then dig into relevant online profiles. Your answers to the prompts below can be as long as you need them to be. As you search online, always have a pen and paper at the ready. Based on what you’re seeing, how would you answer the following prompts?

				
						
						This is what matters most to my audience right now: _________________________

						Be on the lookout for their biggest concern in the present. The goal here is to be concrete. In other words, name something they can actually do something about.

						

						
						This is what my audience most desires in order to become their most authentic self: _________________________

						What do they aspire to be; what is their goal? Be specific. For instance, you might note that the individual who represents your target audience follows the hashtag #tinyhouse. This might reveal that they aspire to live in a simpler way that offers more financial freedom.

						

						
						This is what my audience most fears: _________________________

						What do they stay up at night worrying about? As always, be as specific as possible. For instance, your audience’s posts might reveal that they worry about being shamed for their lack of patience with sorting and recycling, or judged for their devotion to cheesy romcoms, or wonder how on earth they’re going to pay for their kid’s education.

						

						
						This is what my audience is doing now instead of the ultimate thing I want them to do: _________________________

						What external thing would they have to give up in order to heed your call to action? What emotional ties, if any, might they have to what they’re doing now?

						

				

				Given what you’ve uncovered, take a shot at answering the three questions we started with:

				
						
						How will my call to action benefit my audience based on their specific worldview?

					

				

				
						
						What beliefs do they have that I’ll be butting up against when asking them to change?

					

						
						Based on their worldview, how will the change I want them to make help them become their most authentic self?

					

				

			

		

	
		
			7

			IDENTIFYING YOUR AUDIENCE’S HIDDEN RESISTANCE

			“It isn’t the mountains ahead to climb that wear you out; it’s the pebble in your shoe.”

			—MUHAMMAD ALI

			

			Now that you can see the world through your audience’s eyes, we’re about to return to an unfortunate truth: change makes us deeply, biologically uncomfortable.

			As we know, the status quo, even when it’s not ideal, feels safe, while something new feels like a risk. And risk is scary, because as bad as things might be now, changing could make them even worse. So we wait until we’re kicked out of our corporate job to open the microbrewery we always dreamed of; we put off repairing the hot water heater until the basement floods; we keep chowing down on deep-fried Snickers until a heart attack teaches us how delicious kale really is.

			That is the mode your audience is in right now. They’re standing pat until they have no choice because, all joking aside, if it ain’t completely and totally broke, why fix it?

			This is why your story needs to make them feel as if the change they’re being asked to make isn’t a change so much as it is an invitation to actualize something they already believe, deep down. In fact, effective stories often show the audience that they already have the courage—and ability—to do something they’ve been afraid of trying because it felt risky.

			But to create such a story, you have to answer what can be the most elusive question of all: Why isn’t your audience already doing what you want them to do? What is holding them back?

			Because here’s the thing: even if you asked them point blank, they might not know the answer. Or, more likely, they’d give you the wrong one.

			This gives you an advantage, because now that you can empathize with them, you don’t just know what they believe, you can feel why they believe it—but because you aren’t them, you can also see where they may be wrong. You can see things they can’t.

			In this chapter, you’ll use that newfound ability to zero in on the specific misbelief that’s keeping your audience from embracing your idea, even if they themselves can’t quite name it. That will allow you to identify a problem they already have, which your call to action can solve, so you can begin to build your story.

			With that in mind, let’s start with what we’re not looking for. Because even after all the digging we’ve done, it’s still embarrassingly easy to assume that we’re on the hunt for a mistaken belief about something objective and quantifiable—cost, quality, usefulness. Those are surface, logical objections, and logic loves what you can see and measure; but what drives human action is what lies beneath the surface. As we know, one of our biggest stumbling blocks is the ingrained belief that data and objective facts will do our persuading for us. It is one of our most deeply rooted misbeliefs, planted by a society that tends to fear emotion over all else. That’s why it shouldn’t come as a surprise that study after study proves that what many economists believe—that people do not act against their self-interest when it comes to their economic behavior—is yet another myth.

			What matters most isn’t saving money; it’s saving face. We want to do things that show the members of our tribe that we’re on the same team, because that’s what keeps us safe and makes us feel worthy. Most of the time. When it doesn’t—when what we want and what our tribe expects from us appear to diverge—the misbeliefs that keep us from being our authentic selves take hold. That is often where your audience’s resistance lurks.

			It reminds me of one of my favorite interchanges on Mad Men.

			Don Draper, head of creative at Sterling, Cooper, Draper, Pryce, has walked out of a presentation that Dr. Faye Miller was giving on the importance of consumer research (yep, those focus groups we were talking about). Later, she follows him into his office and confronts him for leaving her presentation early. He dismisses the notion that her research can help him better understand customers, arguing that she doesn’t know the first thing about how advertising works.

			But she turns the tables on him. “Look,” she says, “we’re both in the same business, and I’m not embarrassed to say it’s about helping people somehow sort out their deepest conflict.”

			“And what is that?” he asks, voice dripping with condescension, eyebrows raised.

			“In a nutshell?” she counters, raising her eyebrows to match his. “It all comes down to what I want versus what’s expected of me.”

			After a startled pause, he blinks, pulls back, considers, and finally reluctantly concedes, “That’s true.”

			Or, as Brené Brown points out in The Gifts of Imperfection, we struggle with the difference between fitting in and belonging. While at first those two sound like the same thing, they are not. Fitting in implies we’re hiding who we really are; belonging is being accepted for being ourselves. The two are mutually exclusive. Often we struggle to fit in, when what we really want is to belong, to be seen and valued for who we really are.

			That’s why we evaluate everything based on the question: “What does this say about me?” Hence it bears repeating that the real question the audience asks themselves isn’t, “Is this a good idea, cause, product, or service in and of itself?” Rather, their unspoken question is, “How could this help me and how could it hurt me in terms of how others see me, and how I see myself?”

			It’s an emotional cost-benefit analysis.

			We all do it. Even me. (Even you.)

			The goal is to find the specific misbelief that keeps your audience from realizing that your call to action would make them feel even more like themselves than they do now. To meet that goal, we have to harness everything we learned about them in chapter 6, so we can view the world through their belief system, their decoder ring.

			Strap Yourself into Your Audience’s Head; It’s Going to Be a Bumpy Ride

			First, a word of warning: Even given everything we already know, it’s easy to mistake what your audience is doing as a result of their misbelief for the misbelief itself; that is, mistaking the “what” for the “why.” For instance, refusing to walk under a ladder is the what; believing that something bad will happen if you do is the why. A misbelief is rooted in why your audience is misreading what is happening. So to create a story that would convince someone that walking under a ladder is totally safe, you wouldn’t need to get to the bottom of how they feel about ladders, but rather why they’re so superstitious in the first place.
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				STORY TOOL

				Don’t mistake what your audience is doing as a result of their misbelief for the misbelief itself.

			

			

			That doesn’t make the desire to point out their obvious error about the safety of walking under a ladder any less tempting. It’s especially challenging when what has them all riled up—what looks like their misbelief—is something you can objectively disprove with facts. But one glance at the furious faces of people brandishing signs that say, “Keep your government hands off my Medicare” tells you that explaining that Medicare is a government program is not going to help. Because that’s not what their anger is about. It’s about their concept of fairness: they believe that the government takes their hard-earned tax dollars and gives them to people who didn’t work as hard as they do, which makes the government itself unfair. Thus “government hands” refers to their distrust of the federal government, rather than to the entity that runs Medicare. That’s why pointing out that Medicare is a government program wouldn’t make a difference, because it wouldn’t touch their real concern.

			Our next impulse might be to simply dismiss such people as “just being emotional,” and move on. And, yes, they are being emotional. But that emotion stems from a specific, complex system of logic that binds them to their tribe. Remember the study we discussed in chapter 2: the emotion they’re feeling is not a character weakness; it’s their brain trying to protect them from a physical or social threat. And that, as we know, triggers actual pain.

			What might seem like the simplest request to you, can sound to your audience like a full-throated, frontal attack that they’ll do just about anything to avoid. Story, however, allows us to try on facts we’d otherwise fight in the privacy of our own mind. Sure, some beliefs are unalterable, story or not—for instance, deep-seated political and religious beliefs. But when you bump into a seminal belief, it doesn’t necessarily mean game over. It just lets you know that you need to look for another way in.

			That’s something communications expert Jane Praeger explored with her graduate students at Columbia University. Their goal was to convince young Republicans of the dangers of nuclear energy. Rather than trying to convince them based on their own beliefs, Praeger’s students conducted extensive interviews. As they listened without judging, they began to see the world through the young Republicans’ eyes. They very quickly realized that “in order to have any chance of succeeding, we would have to work out a way to connect with them on an emotional level.” Based on what the students learned from their research, the solution was to jettison environmental arguments and instead question the use of nuclear power from a national security standpoint.

			The misbelief they could counter wasn’t “nuclear energy is 100 percent safe and has no environmental downside”—because that challenged a major tenet of their tribe’s belief system, which eschews being thought of as a “tree hugger.” The misbelief they could safely target was “nuclear power plants don’t pose any threat to our national security.” Because they’d discovered that what mattered most to those young Republicans was family, safety, and keeping the nation secure.

			So Praeger’s students pointed out that terrorists had considered striking nuclear power stations, many of which have a very poor safety and security record. (Terrifying; I know.) To make it even more personal, they pointed out that the nearby Indian Point nuclear facility was only thirty miles from Manhattan, and if it went, so would they.

			As with the #LikeAGirl campaign, Praeger’s students did not vilify the young Republicans’ belief in the innocuous nature of nuclear energy. Nor did they tell them what to do or how to feel. They didn’t say “Hey, now that you see the danger, clearly you should be opposed to nuclear energy.” Instead, they left the decision up to them, simply suggesting that given the danger, it might be a good idea to develop alternative energy sources and use them when possible. Totally their call.

			That changed minds.

			New Is Not Enough

			So what’s holding your audience back? There’s one glib—and incredibly tempting—answer that we need to shred right out of the starting gate: because they don’t even know about it yet. It’s easy to believe that the only reason people don’t already use your product, believe in your cause, or embrace your idea is because they’ve never heard of it, and so all you have to do is tell them about it, and they’ll be eating out of your hand.
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				STORY TOOL

				Don’t assume that the only reason people don’t already use your product, believe in your cause, or embrace your idea is that they’ve never heard of it.

			

			

			That can indeed work, but only when what you’re offering is something they’ve been longing for but never dreamed was actually possible. Invent an app that sucks calories out of candy, and your most pressing need will be getting out of the way of the stampede.

			But with anything other than that, you’re probably in trouble.

			Let’s take a new look at a classic example. In 1947, when instant cake mixes were first introduced, the box proclaimed that all you had to do to whip up a homemade cake was “Just add water and mix!” There was nothing like it on the market, the mixes were cheap, and they saved time. Who could argue with that?

			And yet they stayed on the shelves.

			General Mills hired a couple of psychologists to figure out what the problem was. It turned out that since homemakers were used to baking from scratch, they wanted to add their own creative contribution to the mix. They felt left out. And a little guilty for claiming the cake was homemade, when they hadn’t done anything but pour water and stir.

			The problem had nothing to do with the cake mix itself, it was how using it made the bakers feel about themselves. The solution? General Mills simply removed the powdered eggs (proving, once again, that less is more, and in this case, cheaper, too). The new mixes required that the baker add their own fresh egg. As a trip down the baking aisle of any supermarket will confirm, it worked—too well, probably.

			The problem was with the story that General Mills was telling themselves about their audience. We can even deconstruct it using the following handy template.

			THE MISBELIEF: Everyone wants to do the easiest possible thing. (And what could be easier than just adding water and baking? It’ll sell like hotcakes.)

			THE TRUTH: People don’t want things to be so easy that they, themselves, feel irrelevant. (I bake to show my family how much I love them; using a mix feels like cheating. The dog could make this cake.)

			THE REALIZATION: Everyone needs to feel like they’re part of the process; that’s how they get their sense of purpose and authenticity. (Sure, while easy is good; effortless isn’t. Lesson learned. Can’t make an omelet—or a cake, apparently—without breaking a few eggs.)

			THE TRANSFORMATION: All we have to do is take out the powdered eggs, and customers will feel included. How easy is that? (We’ll give them less, and they’ll buy much, much more. Talk about a win-win.)

			Their new tagline was simply: “Add an egg.”

			The moral of the story? Resist the urge to say, “Hey, there’s nothing in my audience’s belief system that would make them resistant to my message once they’ve heard it.” Often, there is a reason—you just haven’t smacked up against it yet—and you must take the time to pinpoint it.

			How else can you create a story that counters it?

			Why Don’t They Just Say So?

			Hey, you may be thinking, now that I know my audience so well, why don’t I just ask them what’s holding them back? Great idea. The only problem is, it won’t work. If asked point blank, those homemakers would not have been able to say exactly why they weren’t going for the new supereasy cake mix. Not that they’d purposely lie. It’s just that in such scenarios, even with the most open and earnest participants, either:

			1. People will tell you what they think you want to hear (because they want you to like them, and don’t want to offend anyone).

			2. People won’t admit to things that make them feel vulnerable (because if they do, you might not like them).

			3. What they tell you in all sincerity won’t be the “real reason” (because the real reason is scary for them to contemplate).

			4. They don’t know the “real reason” anyway (because truly, they’ve never even thought about it).

			The one thing you can be pretty sure of is that no matter what reason they give for their resistance, it’s never the real one. Because while most people know what they want to feel, more often than not, they don’t know what will make them feel that way. Before we get into strategies for overcoming this all too common challenge, let’s lay out the usual progression, from the logical surface answer to the genuine, heartfelt reason.

			My friend and colleague, Jennie Nash, who runs a book-coaching service called Author Accelerator, was trying to figure out what keeps writers from hiring a coach. The writers’ end goal is clear: they want to write a successful book. So why not hire a book coach? The surface, quantifiable reason—the logical reason—was obvious: the price, because it’s not cheap. That was certainly the safe answer. But research showed that money was not the reason.

			Okay, then, was it time? Author Accelerator demands that writers commit to a certain number of deadlines. But that turned out to be a plus. Nothing concentrates the mind better than a rapidly approaching deadline, especially one you’ve paid for. Having a deadline made people feel like they were serious about their work. Real writers.

			Was it fear of feedback? Again, no. Writers wanted feedback because it would let them know they were on the right track. Plus, writing is lonely work and having someone who knows your story and cares about it as much as you do is a major plus.

			Okay, then if it’s not something external and measurable, the question becomes, what do the writers want to feel?

			They want to feel that their book and its success belongs to them alone—their voice, their story, their truth. They fear that if they hire a coach, they’ll lose that sense of ownership. It wouldn’t really be their voice. They fear the coach would commandeer the whole project. And readers would find out. And that would not only be humiliating, but also it would wreck the fundamental thing a writer wants, which is to be a creator, a person who made something worth paying attention to.

			That turned out to be the real stumbling block: the misbelief that if you need help, you’re “lesser than”—a failure. A “real writer” would have been able to go it alone. If you had help, the product wasn’t even yours anymore.

			When Jennie told me this story, I could relate. When one of the most talented and successful young writers I ever worked with sold her first novel, she begged me not to let anyone know we’d worked together—on the advice of both her high-profile agent and her venerable publisher. They were afraid that it would taint her image in the eyes of the reading public and that readers would realize she wasn’t the wunderkind they wanted to promote her as.

			She truly was a wunderkind. I had simply helped her drill down to the story she was telling; the story, the work, was all hers. Still, these professionals were afraid that somehow my having helped the author would make her, and her novel, seem less of an achievement in the eyes of the public. But has anyone ever finished reading a novel they absolutely loved, read the acknowledgments, seen the author thank those who helped her, and then thought, Wow, I guess she’s not a real writer after all. I knew it.

			Yet that’s what this writer and her publishing team were sure would happen. It made the writer feel vulnerable, like she was an impostor. It didn’t matter that it was not true.

			The good thing is that, in the end, she had the courage to admit it to me. Often what makes us feel vulnerable is the last thing we’ll admit to. But ironically, as we’ll soon see, that’s often the very thing that makes us a hero in other people’s eyes. Vulnerability is story’s lifeblood. Because there is nothing more inspiring, more powerful—or harder—than admitting to something that makes us feel exposed. In order to tell a good story, that is exactly what your protagonist has to do: face their misbelief, in order to overcome it.

			The following case study is a great example of just that.

			
				CASE STUDY: MOTEL 6

				

				In 1986 when Joe McCarthy took over as CEO of Motel 6, he knew he had a real problem. Occupancy rates were falling two percentage points a year; something had to be done, and quick. He hired Stan Richards of The Richards Group to create a campaign to stanch the flow and, hopefully, reverse the tide.

				Richards recruited a nationwide focus group, made up of people who’d stayed at a Motel 6 within the last three months. When asked where they stay when they’re on the road, each person mentioned a national motel chain, but none mentioned Motel 6. The researchers asked the question again. And again, no mention of Motel 6, even though each and every person had stayed in one. So, feeling rattled, the researchers asked a third time. Maybe there was a chain they’d overlooked? Hint, hint. By that time the participants were exhausted, and still no one came up with Motel 6.

				And then, just as the researchers were about to call it quits, cancel the session, and rethink their strategy, one lone person piped up and said, “You know, if it’s late at night, I’ll stay at a Motel 6. And I can save enough money by doing that; I can spend it on a tank of gas.”

				It took real courage to say that. Because everyone else could have been thinking, What a cheapskate. I bet she dumpster dives, too. Instead, encouraged, someone else said, “I do the same thing. And I can save enough to bring a gift to my grandchildren.”

				Says Richards, “The Motel 6 confessions continued. It occurred to us that this was simply a group of people who did not want to be perceived by the others in the room as being cheap or poor. As they traded stories, their initial embarrassment transformed into pride. They didn’t stay at Motel 6 because they were cheap; they stayed there because they were frugal.”

				The very thing they thought damned them actually made them heroes. And that one courageous soul was the biggest hero of all. Why? Because she was brave enough to admit to something she thought would make her look bad. In other words, she was willing to be vulnerable (even if she did hedge her bet by saying, “If it’s late at night…” implying it was either Motel 6 or sleeping in the car, so you know, why not?) And in doing so, she was rewarded. Because it turned out that staying at a Motel 6 wasn’t something to be embarrassed about; it was something to be proud of. How did she realize that? By observing the reaction of others in her tribe, who immediately started recounting similar experiences.

				She had given voice to what they were afraid to say.

				Now Richards knew two things. One was the misbelief they had to overcome: Staying at Motel 6 is embarrassing because it’s cheap, and since the chain’s very name touted its low price—Motel 6 was originally so named because $6.00 was what a night’s lodging cost—they had a pretty big problem.

				And the other thing they’d found? The antidote: Keep the benefit—saving money—but reframe what it says about the customer. Because there’s a big difference between being cheap and being frugal. Being cheap makes you stingy; being frugal makes you smart and lets you splurge on that fluffy stuffed bunny for your adorable granddaughter.

				But seeing how hard it was for anyone in the focus group to admit to having stayed at a Motel 6 in the first place, it was a sure bet that the motel chain’s target audience shared that embarrassment, and so they were not going to wax eloquent about the nights they spent at Motel 6 to friends and family.

				So, how do you counter that? How do you take something that looks like a liability and flip it into a benefit, one that makes that weary traveler into the hero of the story?

				If those old-school economists were right, then all you’d have to do is point out how much money they’d save, and Motel 6 would be fully booked. But we go against our economic self-interest all the time, because, as your mom has been telling you since you were a kid, money isn’t everything.

				The goal of the people in that focus group wasn’t to save money, it was to avoid social stigma.

				The Richards Group needed a story that made the point that staying at Motel 6 doesn’t announce to the world that you’re a skinflint, or worse, low on funds. So they created a radio campaign featuring Tom Bodett—at the time a little-known National Public Radio storyteller, who according to David Fowler, then a creative director at the Richards Group, had “a voice that was immediately likable and distinct, delivering witticisms with commonsensical charm.” Bodett became their down-home spokesman, personifying the fact that staying at Motel 6 doesn’t mean you’re cheap, it means you’re smart and saving your money for more important things than frilly hotel rooms and cold marble lobbies—things like your kids’ education.

				They also picked Bodett because he sounded like he was part of their target audience’s tribe. When Fowler called to hire him, Bodett asked, “Why me?” Without missing a beat Fowler answered, “Because you sound like the kind of person who stays there.” As Bodett muses, “I sound like I use the product myself. I do use it. I come from very common stock, and I’ve always been uncomfortable with pretension and all the forms it can take, including disingenuous broadcasting.”

				Bodett took it a step further. During his first recording session, he ad-libbed what’s been Motel 6’s defining tagline ever since: “We’ll leave the light on for you.” In an interview in Ad Age in 2007, he summed it up nicely: “I think ‘We’ll leave the light on’ works because it is one of those spontaneous and practical things we say to each other all the time.”

				Indeed. What lonely traveler isn’t looking for a safe haven on a dark night far from home? It’s comforting to know that someone cares enough to leave the light on, especially someone who understands what you’re really about and helps you achieve your goal.

				Motel 6 has flourished ever since. Says Richards, “Despite being dramatically outspent, Motel 6 is still regarded as the best value for the money compared with all others in the economy-lodging segment, achieving thirty years of continuous growth.”

				That is the power of a perfect story.

				THE MISBELIEF: Staying at Motel 6 means you’re cheap.

				THE TRUTH: Staying at Motel 6 means you have better things to spend your money on than meaningless amenities; you’re saving it for what really matters.

				THE REALIZATION: If I stay at Motel 6, I’m not only being smart, I’m living up to my values. They really get me; no wonder they leave the light on for me. We’re on the same team.

				THE TRANSFORMATION: Not only will I stay at Motel 6, I’m going to recommend it to my friends, lest they stay away for the same reasons I would have. Paying it forward feels good.

			

			Drilling Down to the Deeper Why

			Even if you have the opportunity to do individual interviews—or if it’s your spouse, your boss, or your moody teen who you’re trying to convince to see something differently—getting others to acknowledge their deepest fear is no easy task. As we know, people aren’t likely to reveal their misbelief right away—especially since often they don’t even know what it is themselves. Luckily, thanks to all the time you’ve spent researching your target audience via their online behavior, there’s a thought experiment you can conduct in the privacy of your own home (they’ll never know).

			It begins with a simple question based on your call to action, something external, something generic, and that’s fine; it gives you something to dig into and keep asking, “Why?” Because the obvious, surface reason the audience gives for what they’re already doing almost always masks something far more personal, potent, and guarded.

			First, let’s take a stab at drilling, layer by layer, into the real reason why someone wants what they claim to want. We’ll start by asking Jack (who I just made up) what he wants, in general, and why. Here goes:

			US: What do you want?

			JACK: I want to make a lot of money. (I mean, who doesn’t?)

			US: (Wow, how superficial can you get?) Why?

			JACK: Because I want to take more lavish vacations. (There, I sound prosperous, right? Or was that too over the top? Don’t want them to think I’m a jerk.)

			US: (Superficial and materialistic.) Why?

			JACK: Because I want to spend more time with my family. (That’s okay to say, I hope, at least now I don’t sound like a complete a-hole.)

			US: (Aha, human after all, I knew it. Now we’re getting somewhere.) Why?

			JACK: Because lately we’ve been drifting apart. (Why did I admit that? I bet now they think I’m weak.)

			US: (Now I feel for you; that has to be hard. And note: what Jack thinks will make him seem weak is what actually makes us empathize.) Why?

			JACK: Because I’ve been spending so much time at work. (Hey, I gotta do what I gotta do, but it does get exhausting. And lonely.)

			US: (Poor guy—sounds like a vicious cycle.) Why?

			JACK: Because people who can’t take their families on vacations are failures, and if I’m a failure, my family won’t love me. Hell, I won’t love me. (Wait a minute, do I really believe that?)

			US: (Bingo!) Oh Jack, let me give you a hug.

			THE MISBELIEF: I have to work 24/7 so my family will see me as a success and love me.

			THE TRUTH: My family feels rejected because I’m always working.

			THE REALIZATION: It’s not about money; it’s about spending time together.

			THE TRANSFORMATION: I’m going to work less, maybe take that short beach vacation my kids keep clamoring for.

			Obviously that was an imaginary reenactment, the success of which depended on me forcing Jack to be honest and more emotionally articulate as the questions got more personal. Or rather, success depended on me forcing myself to step out of my mindset and into Jack’s, in order to envision what might really be driving him.

			This is an imaginative leap, which might feel scary at first. But given the work you’ve already done, and your newfound understanding of your target audience’s worldview, chances are you’ve developed a sense of empathy for them. Trust that understanding, as well as any intuitive insights that might arise in response to this type of questioning.

			Another helpful technique when trying to get to the bottom of things is to continually ask: “And so?” Let’s imagine your teenage son texts while driving. You’ve told him how dangerous it is, run down the statistics with him, made him watch terrifying YouTube videos until he solemnly swore he won’t text and drive—but your cell phone bill tells another story. Is it just that he’s young, he’s callous, he thinks he’s invincible? Maybe. But maybe, by digging into it, we can unearth what’s really driving him.

			The example below is a thought exercise, because chances are no one’s teenage son would admit to so much—but he’d think it. The key, whether you’re doing this for real or on your own as an exercise, is not to judge your audience no matter what they admit to, you know, short of killing puppies in the basement, and in that case, run.

			YOU: Why do you text when you drive? (How can you when it’s so unsafe???)

			HIM: It’s safe, Mom—if it wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here, right? It’s called multitasking. Plus, if I don’t text while I drive, I won’t be able to answer my friends right away. (It makes my heart pound just to think of it.)

			YOU: (And that’s more important to you than breathing?) And so?

			HIM: They’ll think I don’t care. (Or realize they don’t care.)

			YOU: (What are you, high? Don’t react. One problem at a time…) And so?

			HIM: They might, you know, get mad at me. (Or think I’m too chicken to text and drive, or not worth texting at all. Especially Becky.)

			YOU: (Mad? Why would that make them mad?) And so?

			HIM: They’ll text someone else instead. (What if Becky texts Malik? I know he likes her.)

			YOU: (Ah, now we’re getting somewhere. You’re worried your friends won’t like you—wait, I bet it’s Becky you’re thinking about.) And so?

			HIM: I’ll be left out, Mom. Got it? (I can’t believe I admitted that!)

			YOU: (It’s so hard not to throw my arms around you and give you a hug.) Got it.

			Note that the mom in our simulation didn’t judge her son, out loud, that is. But of course, because she knows how deeply wrong what he’s doing is—like all of us when we know we’re right—she was silently judging him. Wisely, she kept those thoughts to herself, because had she so much as hinted at them, he’d have bolted—and she never would have gotten to the truth, which made her stop judging and want to give him a big old hug instead. To get there, she simply continued to drill down, asking the neutral, “And so?” until she discovered that the “why” behind her son’s surface behavior wasn’t so surface after all.

			At that moment, she realized why all the scary facts about the dangers of texting while driving had fallen on deaf ears. They didn’t do a thing to quell the real reason he texts while driving. It’s not because he’s a yahoo, feels invulnerable, or even due to a general sense that he might miss out on something big, but because he’s afraid that if he doesn’t text his new flame back pronto, she’ll feel that Malik, who always texts right back, is more into her.

			That one piece of information reframed the problem to be solved. It was never about getting the boy to understand the dangers of distracted driving, it was about upending his fear that every text demands an instant answer, lest he lose his girlfriend. Something that, to him, feels more important than breathing.

			It’s what answers the question: What is my teen’s texting really about? Which, in turn, tells us the misbelief the story needs to uproot. It’s a misbelief, I might add, that we grown-ups suffer from, too, because one of the other big reasons teens give for texting while driving is that they’ve seen their parents do it for years.

			Seriously, if your son’s new flame can wait, then the boss can too—am I right? (Yeah, it is hard.)

			This is the kind of exercise that builds empathy. In the above scenario, the mom got through her son’s surface-level objections—the justifications he was giving her for texting and driving—to the deeper why: what he felt he stood to lose if he didn’t. This in turn allowed her to feel her son’s anxiety, longing, and fear because it reminded her of specific situations in her own life when she’s felt the exact same way. We are more alike than we sometimes want to admit.
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				STORY TOOL

				Resist the urge to tell your audience how wrong their misbelief is. Trust your story to make the point.

			

			

			Even so, once you’ve drilled down to the real reason your audience is doing what they’re doing, you still may find yourself itching to point out, lovingly and with the best of intentions, how deeply wrong their misbelief is. Resist this urge and trust your story to make the point. If that mom had leapt in and said, “I know you feel like you’re missing out and you have to answer Becky’s text right away, but the truth is…” by then he wouldn’t be listening anymore. Because she’s telling him what to do. And she’s not the boss of him (even when, yeah, she kind of is). Instead, as we’ll soon see, you need to tell a story that mainlines your point straight into your audience’s brain.

			Turning a New Leaf

			Let’s turn back to our composting campaign and see if we can pinpoint our audience’s misbelief and then use it to identify a problem our call to action can solve.

			First, let’s review. We’re hoping to encourage our target audience, as represented by Wanda, to get more organic matter into the soil in her backyard by:

			
					
					Composting their food scraps.

				

					
					Rather than bagging up and carting their leaves away, using them right there in the backyard as mulch.

				

			

			While we know that Wanda cares deeply about climate change, we also know that there are so many different things she could do that it becomes overwhelming, so she’s probably doing very little. Especially given how busy she is. So although she’d be totally empathetic to our concerns and would listen carefully to what we’re hoping she’ll do, chances are she’ll put off implementing it until tomorrow, or the next day, or, wait, what was it she was supposed to do again? The point is, the unending demands on her daily life make it really hard for her to change anything at the moment, especially something based on the vague promise of a better world in the future.

			So clearly, asking her to take on a new burden is not going to work. Instead, let’s focus on something up close and personal that she is struggling with right now. Since Wanda is a composite of our target audience, created by using info gleaned from internet research on what many parents stay up at night worrying about, we can hone in on Wanda’s current struggle. We’ve learned that parents like her believe their kids are too attached to their screens; they know that it would be better for the kids to spend more time outside, as a family; they’d love to find an activity that will bring them all together that doesn’t cost a lot, but the kids are already so overscheduled with academic activities that there’s simply no time.

			Perhaps Wanda’s misbelief—which then leads us to her problem—revolves around her kids, whom she fears are inheriting a world that is becoming unlivable. As much as she’d love to spend more time outdoors with them, making time for play seems frivolous considering the overwhelming challenges in the world at large that she has to prepare them for. Play won’t help them gain the skills they need to survive—and thrive—in the 21st century.

			But what if it could? What if we can make our ask feel like play?

			That means that we may need to refine what, exactly, we want. Our goal has been to get more people to compost food scraps and use leaf mulch in their backyard gardens, but we know that not everyone is a gardener (in fact, given her schedule Wanda might not garden at all). However, everyone can help to fight climate change—helping to build soil, fight the heat-island effect, and capture carbon, among other things—just by keeping their leaves out of the landfill. Is there a way we could make doing that fun?

			What we’re looking for is a way to make heeding our call to action a benefit to Wanda in the moment, based on a problem she’s already struggling with. So what if we launch a campaign aimed at getting her to stop bagging up and trashing her leaves, but rather, contributing them to a neighborhood garden network? It’s something the whole family can participate in, and—this is the point—it tackles a big problem in a way that feels like play. It’s not just one more enrichment activity that plies her kids with boring info (you know, facts) on how they can fight climate change at home, it gives them the experience of actually doing it. It brings them together, it gets them outside away from their screens, it gives them a sense of camaraderie and purpose, it cements community ties, and, yes, leaping into leaf piles is a blast.

			THE MISBELIEF: Every enrichment activity just adds more stress to my kids’ lives, to my life, and becomes yet another thing piled onto everyone’s already long to-do list. There’s no time for play—but that’s just the way life is these days.

			THE TRUTH: Something as simple as raking the leaves with your kids and bagging them up for the neighborhood garden network can be an enrichment opportunity—disguised as playtime.

			THE REALIZATION: We have time for this. We would have raked those leaves anyway—but now it has a purpose, and it makes me feel like I’m doing something (however small) about climate change with my kids. Plus, I’m showing them how to take care of the Earth, be a good citizen, and connect with nature and the neighborhood.

			THE TRANSFORMATION: Maybe I can get the whole neighborhood to contribute—and maybe, just maybe, I’m not too busy to have a backyard garden myself. I mean, if the kids are into it…

			Problem solved. Notice, too, how the other thing we were thinking of asking her to do—composting food scraps—isn’t mentioned at all? Sure, that’s still important, but it didn’t solve a problem she was facing. Especially since getting the kids to help her compost sounds an awful lot like grunt work, something more apt to send them scurrying for their screens than for a composting bucket. In other words, when trying to convince your audience to change their behavior, just like with your kids, it pays to pick your battles.

			Your goal is now to find the misbelief your story will upend. The next step will be to zero in on the point your story will make. A point that will resonate with your audience, opening their eyes not only to their misbelief but also to what that misbelief has kept them from seeing: how your call to action benefits them.

			
				WHAT TO DO

				

				Now it’s your turn. Based on your research, imagine someone who embodies the folks you’ve studied; give them a name. This will help them feel real. Take a minute and put yourself in their mindset. Zero in on their situation in life and their specific hopes and fears. Then start with a surface-level objection they might have to your call to action, and imagine a conversation in which you respond to every answer with “Why” or “And so?” Look for the place where what you’re asking them to do smacks up against how they see the world. Then, based on everything you’ve gleaned about your target audience, the two questions to dive into with gusto are:

				
						
						What misbelief does my audience have that may keep them from heeding my call to action? The goal is to pinpoint the belief that your story will spur them to reconsider.

					

				

				
						
						What problem does my target audience already have that my call to action can solve?
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			WHAT’S YOUR POINT?

			“The human mind is a story processor, not a logic processor.”

			—JONATHAN HAIDT, SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGIST

			

			I’ve often heard that some of the biggest ideas were born on the back of a cocktail napkin. Legend has it that a single sketch, a sentence or two, gave us Southwest Airlines, the Laffer Curve, the MRI scanner, Finding Nemo, and, for better or worse, Shark Week. Whether those stories are true or apocryphal, I admire the way a napkin’s limited real estate forces one to get to the point.

			But there’s a major difference between starting out by sketching a fledgling idea on a napkin and boiling a big idea down to a few simple, elegant lines. Instead of starting on a cocktail napkin, right now you’re ending up on one, and that’s a far more potent position. It enables you to create something simple that goes astonishingly deep.

			And that’s the goal right now: To take what you’ve learned so far about your audience’s worldview and reduce it to its essence, to the one, single point that your story will make—a point that will enable your audience to hear the siren song of your call to action without you even asking.

			The question is: what point will your story make?

			We’re not talking about the logical point that, no doubt, you could make very astutely right this very second. That is your point, and I don’t blame you for being passionate about it. But your story’s point is different. Your story will challenge your audience’s misbelief, using their subjective logic. That is why the point will resonate with them, revealing their misbelief for what it is: wrong.

			The point your story makes is that realization. It’s not a fact or figure. You won’t even state it outright. Arguments, debates, op-ed pieces make a stated, explicit point. Stories make an implicit point. In fact, chances are, your audience won’t think you’re making a point at all because they’ll have drawn the conclusion themselves, without knowing it was a conclusion they were carefully led to.

			It is the experience your story gives them that will make the point for you, allowing them to feel why your idea, product, or service is of benefit to them. And not just an external benefit, as in “if you use my toothpaste, your teeth will gleam,” but an internal benefit, as in “your gleaming smile will light up the room, and no one will know how socially awkward you’re actually feeling.”

			That’s why in this chapter we’ll first establish the specific point your story will make and then dive headfirst into finding the emotion that will drive that point home. The question is: what emotion will your story evoke, in relation to the point you’re making, so that the two are fused together in one single memory—a memory your audience’s brain will deem worth keeping for future reference?

			It’s that feeling that will catapult your audience out of their easy chair and into action. For instance, “Just Do It!” gets me up every time. Like so many people, it’s my very favorite tagline ever, because it makes me feel in control. It cuts through the chatter in my head, like: “Yeah, yeah, a few more minutes of sleep would be nice, and it’s cold outside, but in my heart I know I should ‘Just Do It!’ ” It instantly reveals the bazillion other, shall we say, less strenuous choices for what they are—excuses not to run—and helps me focus on what I know would make me feel best in the end, even if it is hard. In fact, the harder it is, the better I’ll feel for having done it. (Note: this is a dramatization; I am not a runner. But that simple tagline is part of the reason I’m sitting here now, writing this, instead of checking my email, or, hey, wasn’t I going to wash the car today?)

			It breaks down to this simple metric:

			1. Changing how your audience feels about something…

			2. …changes how they see something…

			3. …which makes them want to do something.

			With their misbelief out of the way, your audience can now see things as they actually are. It was the moment when the young women in the Always video realized that the phrase “like a girl” was an insult and decided to reclaim it. The point was: Traditional societal norms are harming you, you can fight back, and we’re on your side. It was the moment when those weary travelers realized that staying at Motel 6 didn’t make them cheap, but, rather, it made them smart. The point was: We know that being frugal is a positive, and we’re there to help you do just that. The realization reframed the situation they found themselves in, allowing them to read a very different meaning into it. As T. S. Eliot so astutely said, “The end of our exploring is to return to where we began and to see it for the first time.”

			Your story thus sets your audience free, so they can feel the truth of the point you’re making: this is how my idea, product, or cause will help you. This being that key benefit you discovered they’ll get from taking up your call to action.

			By now that benefit might be very different from what you originally thought it would be. As in, “I can’t believe I thought that the key benefit my candidate offers voters is that she’ll work tirelessly to curtail climate change, when really, the benefit they’re passionate about is that she’ll bring industry back to their state.”

			From the very first word or image, your story will build toward a very clear, very concrete point—behind the scenes. A story is a Trojan horse. Inside, it carries a message; outside, it carries us. And once your story has us, we’re yours. Because even when we’re aware of the emotional effect a story is meant to have on us, it’s nigh on impossible to resist your point. That’s why although in real life we have the power to hold back tears when something truly painful happens, we still end up sobbing uncontrollably at a commercial for sugarless gum. Because, as I’m deeply fond of saying, we’re wired for story, and when a story has us in its grasp, basically we’re toast.

			Let’s take a closer look.

			
				CASE STUDY: EXTRA GUM

				

				“The Story of Sarah & Juan” is a two-minute video that follows the evolution of a relationship between two attractive gum chewers, beginning in high school when Sarah breaks the ice by offering Juan a stick of her Extra gum. We watch as they bond over the next ten years, along the way weathering what might have been insurmountable setbacks in their relationship, always coming together over a stick of gum, which is sometimes offered as an olive branch (but much more chewy).

				What Sarah doesn’t know is that Juan keeps each gum wrapper, sketching a little picture on the back of it. At the end, she walks into a deserted art gallery, and there are all the gum wrappers, framed, lining the walls. On each is a simple line drawing, made over the years by Juan, chronicling the moments we’ve seen in their relationship. The last drawing is the only scene that hasn’t yet happened. It’s of Juan, on bended knee, holding up an engagement ring. Seeing it, Sarah’s hands fly to her mouth, she tears up, turns, and there he is, doing exactly that, looking up hopefully. Seriously, I’m crying as I write this. (It’s no surprise that the video earned more than seven million YouTube views and more than 78 million Facebook views, with more than 1.1 million shares within a week of its October 8, 2015, digital release.)

				So, what is the point of the video, which on the surface merely follows the evolution of Sarah and Juan’s relationship from the moment they meet over a stick of gum to the moment he pops the question by way of a decade of gum wrappers?

				The point is that in truth, a lowly stick of gum can cement a lifelong relationship. The gum is the glue that holds them together (kids, don’t try this at home). It counteracts the audience’s misbelief that gum is something lowly, basically irrelevant, a literal throwaway.

				What was the emotion that video evoked? Joy, ugly crying joy—even though we know how unabashedly sappy it is. The message is clear: it’s love and gum that will keep us together. Forever. The commercial’s call to action is to buy their brand of gum, which it has deftly stuck to a very powerful emotion: joy. That’s way better than the things you usually find gum stuck to, like the bottom of your shoe or the underside of your desk in the third grade.

				Unlike the Always campaign which never once references their product in any way, this campaign’s call to action is implicit throughout. Because Extra gum is featured from beginning to end—and because we’ve been around the block a couple of times—the moment Sarah offers Juan that first stick, we know full well what the call to action is: buy our gum. But we don’t resist it because the story is so viscerally involving that the gum becomes what in literary terms is known as a visual metaphor. So every time we see it, it’s not a cheesy commercial come-on, it’s a symbol for what, against all odds, brings (and keeps) Juan and Sarah together: enduring love.

			

			Staying True to Your One and Only…Point

			A word of caution before you begin tracking down your story’s point. You may find an embarrassment of riches and so be sorely tempted to break this cardinal rule: there can be only one point, even though there are so many reasons why your audience’s misbelief is wrong, so many savvy points you could make to counteract it. For instance, the notion that chewing gum is meaningless and kind of low-brow could have been countered by a story revealing any of the following: chewing gum suppresses appetite, relieves stress, boosts your memory, helps protect your teeth, helps you quit smoking, reduces bad breath, and helps your gut recover after surgery. Wow, that’s a long list, and I’m not making any of it up—studies have proven all those things.

			Likewise, I’m betting that right now you could come up with a ton of great points you could make about your idea. And I’d further wager that as soon as you do, you’ll fall in love with all of them. Because they’re all true!

			So how could you possibly pick just one? Maybe you can sneak in two, three, hey, maybe even four points into your story. Wouldn’t four points be better than one?

			No.

			In the same way, your audience isn’t “everyone,” neither can your story take on every possible reason your audience might be resistant to your call to action. Doing that muddies the waters, leaving your audience confused about what your point actually is, or if you even have a point at all.
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				STORY TOOL

				If you leave your audience confused about what your point is, they will wonder if you even have a point at all.

			

			

			When it comes to story, our brain is wired to expect that there will be some useful takeaway, something that will better help us navigate the world—a point—and the story’s job is to make it. We expect that everything will lead toward that single point, ultimately supporting it—even though we’re not sure what it is until we get there. And that’s okay. Curiosity is part of what hooks us. How will this end? Where is it going? That anticipation is what keeps us riveted, but only as long as things add up. If, instead, the story zigzags around, going in several different directions to make several different disjointed points, we get lost. Really fast.

			It’s like when your dithery friend Todd comes over and excitedly launches into what he thinks is a story. “You wouldn’t believe what happened at work today. My boss leapt on the desk, danced the tango, then ran out the door, slamming right into the UPS driver, who dropped a whole bunch of boxes. I was gonna help her pick ’em up, but then my roommate called to say he’d be out tonight. Which reminds me, the cat ran away, just like in that song we heard at that rave back in ’97, and, hey, wasn’t your cousin Ramon with us that night? I always liked him.” And you’re nodding and smiling, but what you’re aching to do is shake him and say, “Why are you telling me this? What is your point?”

			Think of your story’s point as its compass. Sure, sometimes those other points are made in service of the point you’re building to, for instance, as Sarah and Juan move in for their first kiss, she offers him a stick of gum (and we think, Oh thank goodness. They’ll have fresh minty breath). But that’s part of the path of their ongoing story, not an auxiliary point that takes you off course. Like if Sarah had then told Juan how chewing gum helped her Uncle Sid recover from gallbladder surgery.

			The good news is that by zeroing in on a single specific point—based on what will benefit your audience most, and the misbelief that keeps them from seeing it—your story will color how they feel about your entire idea.

			Which brings us to one last warning: There’s a chance that what some people will feel when they hear your story is annoyed, upset, rattled. And that’s great. You’ve already thought about who your audience isn’t, and those people might not cotton to a single word you say. Which means you’ve done your job well. As Aesop so astutely noted, “Try to please all, and you please none.”

			In fact, the more edgy your story—the more boldly it champions your audience without hedging, equivocating, or pulling punches—the better. Because it signals that you have their back and you have the courage of your convictions—that you, yourself, are willing to be vulnerable. You’ve taken a risk, proving that you’re not only a member of their tribe but also that you’re loyal to them. This, in turn, inspires their loyalty to you, and that triggers the most potent social media there is: word of mouth.

			Finding Your Point

			Now let’s find that elusive point, the one thing capable of smashing through your audience’s misbelief and opening their eyes to the benefit you’re offering them.

			For example, let’s start with the cause of the mom trying to keep her teen from texting while driving. As we determined earlier, the misbelief our story has to trounce is: “If I don’t text back immediately something bad will happen for sure, as opposed to the remote possibility of a crash.”

			At least, that’s how it feels.

			So, what might the point be? The truth is, while it feels to him like he has to instantly text back or he’ll become a social pariah, chances are, he won’t. But you can’t blame him for feeling that way; we all tend to wonder about those times when it might matter. When, if you don’t respond quickly your friend—or your boss—will decide to ask someone else to do that really, truly fabulous thing that you’ve always wanted to do and will never have the chance to do again, unless…(right?). And sure, that might happen, probably right after you win the lottery. The question is, what trumps the almost irresistible urge to grab the phone, just to see?

			Because that’s what the story has to reveal: what is more important than immediately texting back? The answer is obvious: staying alive and not killing anyone in the process. Especially since there is close to zero chance anything really bad will come of waiting until you’ve come to a full and complete stop to glance at your phone.

			That’s your point, but you can’t just say it. You have to make your audience feel it.

			The Emotional Point: Where Meaning Lives

			We know the goal is to make your audience feel something. Emotional engagement is what gives a story its power—hell, it’s what gives everything power. But even after everything we’ve been discussing, it’s still easy to think of emotion generically.

			That’s why when pondering what you want your audience to feel, it’s tempting to go for low-hanging fruit. You want them to feel love. Fear. Happiness. You want them scared out of their wits, so they’ll stop eating those damn burgers and save the planet. The problem is that unless that emotion is harnessed to the desire to make a specific change, it’ll instantly dissipate. Or worse, it will send your audience careening in the wrong direction. Terrify us about a rapidly approaching climate change Armageddon and, chances are, we’ll be left feeling helpless instead of empowered. In fact, we’ll probably be feeling so jittery that the minute we get home, we’ll take a nice long hot shower, then call in comfort food from a restaurant forty-five minutes away that arrives in Styrofoam containers. Talk about irony.

			The trouble is that those big-box emotions feel so potent, so simple. They’re not. They’re simple’s impostor: simplistic.

			What’s the difference between simple and simplistic?

			Simple implies there are supporting layers beneath the elegant summation. “Just do it” is simple. #LikeAGirl is simple. “We’ll leave the light on for you” is simple. Because each one of these taglines taps into its target audience’s specific, complex internal narrative and tells a compelling story.

			Simplistic implies there are no layers at all. Simplistic is so shallow there’s nothing to dig into. Time Warner’s tagline “Enjoy Better” is simplistic. Enjoy better what? Better than what? And, hey, define “better.” Burger King’s “Be Your Way” is simplistic, not to mention grammatically questionable. (Ironically, they ditched their far more effective tagline, “Have It Your Way,” because, as Fernando Machado, Burger King’s senior vice president of global brand management said at the time, “We want to evolve from just being the functional side of things to having a much stronger emotional appeal.” Sadly, the emotion it appealed to was confusion.) And finally, my favorite bad example, from the National Pork Board: “Pork, Be Inspired.” The only thing that inspires me to do is make jokes about how ridiculously nonsensical it sounds.

			All three of those taglines are like listening to your dithery friend Todd. You want to shake them and say, “What’s the point?” No clue.

			That’s why once you know the specific emotion you want to evoke in your audience, you then have to create a story that ties that emotion to your point, so the two are fused. I cannot emphasize this strongly enough. The goal is not simply to make your audience feel an emotion, in general. The goal is to make sure that emotion is what they automatically feel when they think of your point.
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				STORY TOOL

				The goal of your story is not to make your audience feel an emotion. It is to make your audience automatically feel a specific emotion when they think of your point.

			

			

			In other words, the point itself will evoke the emotion. It will mean something to your audience, and so become part of their story.

			In fact, when you know the story your audience is telling themselves, your story can be just two words. You can rely on their inner narrative to fill in the blanks, because you know the emotion—the meaning, the point—they’ll read into those two words. That’s what Sarah Palin counted on back in 2009 when she said that, if enacted, the Affordable Care Act would include “death panels.” She instinctively knew that, to her followers, whose core belief was that the federal government was up to no good, those two words would trigger images of faceless bureaucrats deeming their beloved grandma—or worse, their critically ill toddler—not productive enough to merit expensive medical care. That is a vivid image that goes against what everyone holds dear: family, loyalty, and protecting those who can’t protect themselves. And so it didn’t matter that “death panels” was deemed “the lie of the year” by the fact-checking website, PolitiFact. The story stuck. No explanation necessary.

			The question now is, what feeling, what emotion, is going to break through your audience’s resistance? As South Bend, Indiana, mayor Pete Buttigieg, who is gay, said of his decision to come out to his conservative constituency during an election year, “What I learned was that trust can be reciprocated and that part of how you can win and deserve to win is to know what’s worth more to you than winning.” What’s worth more to your audience than their misbelief? What’s worth more to them than what they’re doing now?

			Buttigieg had the courage to be vulnerable and to reveal who he really is. And in so doing, he touched on a universal: Love. He came out, he said, because he didn’t want to go through life “not knowing what it felt like to be in love.” He wasn’t simply appealing to a general big-box emotion—he was talking about losing the experience of being in love, and thereby asking us to imagine what our lives would be like without our (real or imagined) beloved. That love, he said, was worth more to him than power. And don’t we all hope that’s true? Don’t we want people who believe that to be in power?

			He won by 80 percent of the vote.

			
				CASE STUDY: TEXTING TEENS

				

				Sticking with those texting teens, the question is: what’s worth more emotionally to them than the sense of being in the loop that they get by texting while driving?

				That was the question that Noah DeVico, a seventeen-year-old, asked himself when he decided to create a short video to persuade teens not to text while driving, his submission to CTIA Wireless Foundation’s fifth-annual “Drive Smart: No Distractions, No Excuses” teen digital short contest.

				Noah knew he had to tap into his audience’s emotion, or no one would pay attention, let alone take up his call to action. So his first question was pretty basic: “Hey, what does tap into our emotion?” Note that in the beginning it wasn’t even, “What emotion should I tap into to make my point?” It was, simply: “What can I count on to stir emotion?” Thinking about it, he happened to glance out the back door and saw his family’s four dogs playing in the yard. Dogs, he thought. Dogs evoke emotion. People always root for dogs in movies, and they always cry when a dog dies. Dogs make us care; dogs matter.

				It was something I’d been thinking about recently myself, while walking my own dog. My neighborhood, like so many in Los Angeles, is home to traffic. Lots and lots of traffic. At rush hour, drivers are constantly looking for shortcuts (as if) and zipping up residential streets that they didn’t even know existed before Waze (don’t get me started). One particular street on our route had become a favorite shortcut, even though there’s a stop sign on every corner. So, to fight back, on block after block, residents put up lawn signs, asking drivers to take it easy. The signs said: “Slow down! My cat lives here.” “Slow down! My dog lives here.”

				I wondered: Why couldn’t these homeowners just come out and say, “Slow down! I live here”? Were they afraid to speak up and ask for what they were entitled to in the first place? Did they really have to hide behind their dogs?

				Talking to Noah, the answer became blazingly clear. Yes, they did. That is, if they wanted those speeders to slow down. Because chances are, even those speeders feel protective of innocent creatures who can’t protect themselves. Creatures who, unlike those homeowners, can’t tell us what to do, as if they’re the boss of us.

				Plus, dogs make us feel safe, and not just in the external, “Sic ’em girl!” way, but also internally, where it really matters. I mean, how often will your dog have to save you from attackers? Hopefully, the answer is never. But dogs save us from ourselves every day. Unlike our mean internal voice, a dog will never, ever tell us we look fat, or shame us for binge-watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer for the seventeenth time. When we’re sad, a dog never takes the other person’s side or suddenly remembers an appointment somewhere else ten minutes ago—all the things that other people are prone to do. Dogs love us for who we are, as we are, right now in the moment. And we love them right back.

				The bargain is: dogs take care of us emotionally; we take care of them physically. And with that, Noah had hit on the specific emotion he wanted to tap into for his no texting video: unconditional love. The way to personify that love in his story was through a dog.

				To drive his point home, his first thought was to have a texting teen hit a dog, killing it. That would be dramatic, attention getting, and painful. And maybe it would work. The vast majority of videos aimed at getting people to stop texting while driving revolve around someone—a child, a stranger, the texter herself—dying tragically. Which seems to make sense, since every year more than 330,000 accidents are caused by distracted driving, and more than 3,000 people die as a result of it, including 11 teenagers a day.

				But if scary stories were enough, we wouldn’t have this problem. As Tali Sharot says in The Influential Mind, “Our brains are wired such that anticipating a reward not only triggers approach, it is more likely to elicit action altogether. The fear of a loss, on the other hand, is more likely to elicit inaction.”

				Most of the anti-texting stories out there are about loss. No reward in sight. What’s more, those stories don’t ask us to help someone in trouble; they ask us not to get in trouble ourselves.

				So, Noah decided, maybe there’s another way to get the point across. Especially since he knew that one thing teenagers don’t like (and in this we’re all teenagers) is to be told what to do, and scary stories tend to be pretty finger-waggy.

				Instead he wanted to tell a story where a teenager struggles with the lure of texting and is given the power to choose to do the right thing. That was a smart choice on Noah’s part. According to recent studies, our desire to choose is hardwired and essential to our sense of well-being. In fact, one study published in the journal Trends in Cognitive Science in 2010 found that being given a choice “recruits neural circuitry involved in reward and motivation processing.” So if you want to motivate someone to take a specific action, be sure to give them the sense of control that comes from making the choice themselves.
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					STORY TOOL

					If you want someone to take a specific action, let them make the choice themselves.

			

				

				In Noah’s video we see a girl playing with her dog on the beach. The bond between them is palpable. But it’s getting late, so they head for the car. The dog sits in the passenger seat, and as the girl starts the car, she does what so many of us do: she reaches for her phone and sees that someone has texted her. She texts back as she pulls onto the highway, giggling when her phone dings, giggling as she reads the text, giggling as she taps out a response. It’s clear she’s focused on her phone and driving is an afterthought. Her dog is focused on her. He stares at her, but she doesn’t look up. He waits, but she keeps on texting, oblivious to the love that is staring her in the face. Then he gives the slightest huff. Not a bark, not a yip. Just a quick breath. It breaks the spell. Stopping at a stop sign, she looks up from her phone and into her dog’s eyes; he holds her gaze. Shaking her head at her own hubris, she puts her phone in the glove box and pulls back into traffic. Simple, not simplistic.

				Her dog didn’t suddenly start speaking. He simply got her to focus on what she was doing. And, looking into his trusting eyes, he got her to see what she was risking. Her pet. And herself. And by extension, everyone else on the road.

				With that realization, she saw the world differently, making Noah’s point. What mattered most wasn’t texting back; it was making sure she and her dog got home safely—even though she was having fun texting with her friends, even though she’d be out of the loop for, geez, at least fifteen minutes.

				And make no mistake, that is a genuine sacrifice. It cost her something. It’s way too easy, when trying to influence people who see the world differently than we do, to miss how much what they’re doing now means to them. With teenagers, their social group is their whole world. There could be essential intrigues, in-jokes, and conversations that could develop in those fifteen minutes that she’d be totally not in on. (Probably not, but still.)

				That’s why Noah made the decision to have her giggle while texting—he saw the importance of acknowledging that it is fun. Instead of judging her for it, he wanted to show that, yes, texting makes us feel connected, seen, part of a community. That’s a positive feeling. And there’s nothing wrong with texting.

				Unless, of course, you do it while you’re driving. But here’s the thing: giving up something we enjoy to help someone else, someone we love, instantly creates an even greater feeling: that of being a good person, worthy, responsible. Tali Sharot again: “When it comes to eliciting action, immediate rewards can often be more effective than future punishment.”

				Noah thus built a story that hit all the bases. Let’s deconstruct it.

				THE CALL TO ACTION: Don’t text and drive.

				THE MISBELIEF: The most important thing is being in the loop with your friends, lest you be left out. Digging deeper: Being liked by others is what makes you feel worthy, like the most authentic version of yourself.

				THE TRUTH: The momentary pleasure of texting while driving isn’t worth the risk—basically, death—after which you’d be left out permanently. Digging deeper: The consequences of being left out are not on par with the consequences of texting while driving, and that’s what her dog’s love telegraphs.

				THE POINT OF THE STORY: Taking care of your loved ones matters more than the pleasure of texting with friends. Digging deeper: Sacrificing what you want to do in order to keep your loved ones safe is what makes you feel genuinely good.

				THE KEY BENEFIT: It is not that you’ll make it home safely; it’s that you’ll feel good about yourself when you get there. Digging deeper: Self-discipline and having the courage of your convictions is what makes you feel good in a lasting way.

				THE DRIVING (NO PUN INTENDED) EMOTION: The girl’s love for her dog, and the dog’s belief that her desire to take care of him and herself will override her desire to text. Digging deeper: The story’s electricity—the thing that makes the audience care—is the internal struggle between what the girl wants to do versus what she knows she should do. As we’ll discuss in the next chapter, the internal struggle is where a story’s most potent layer of conflict plays out.

				THE REALIZATION: If she continues texting, her own dog could end up dead. Digging deeper: A concrete, personal, immediate consequence is a far more potent motivator than a hypothetical tragedy, even if that future tragedy is far greater. Faced with nothing but a scary possibility, we tend to be like the smoker who lights up saying, “Sure, I know cigarettes will kill me, but not this one.”

				THE TRANSFORMATION: The girl makes the choice, on her own, not just to put her phone down, but out of reach, in the glove box. Digging deeper: That took courage, and courage is empowering. By giving the girl agency in the moment to make the right choice, rather than showing what would happen if she didn’t, the story went from a cautionary tale to something far more powerful: a story of triumph. And isn’t that what we all want? To triumph, to be a hero, especially to our dog.

				THE TAGLINE: Whose life will you risk? You are in control. Don’t text and drive.

			

			With “you are in control,” Noah’s video did what so many similar stories don’t. It not only made the audience feel why they should change, but it also gave the power to change—to take action—to them.

			But what about that mom who was trying to convince her son not to text and drive? Short of suggesting he watch videos like Noah’s—the very mention of which, as we know, would only alienate him further—what can she do? How can she convince him that his priorities are misplaced?

			It’s easy. And hard. She can admit to making the same mistake—and having the same misbelief—herself. (Yeah, that’s the hard part, which is the point, and why it carries weight.)

			For instance, she can tell him about the time she texted her boss back while driving because she thought it would show how diligent she was. Since she’d been driving for years, she was sure it was safe. Instead, she swerved, almost slamming into a school bus. When her pulse slowed and she could breathe again, what could have happened hit her full force—the pain she would have caused so many people, including her son. And she can go further and admit that, even so, it was still hard to stop texting, so now she puts her phone on silent, in the glove box, when she drives.

			The beauty of such a story is that, because we all know how hard it is to be vulnerable, she instantly establishes credibility. Note she didn’t say a word about whether texting her boss back actually made any difference at all. Because that doesn’t matter. The point is that nothing outweighs, or even mitigates, the risk of texting while driving.

			What’s more, her story, like the one Noah’s PSA told, didn’t shame her audience. Instead, both allowed their audience to experience the very possible cost of texting while driving and the power of taking action by choosing another (far less distracted) path.

			That’s exactly what you’re ready to do—take action—by starting to create your actual story.

			
				WHAT TO DO

				

				Based on everything you’ve unearthed about your target audience, have a whack at these questions:

				
						
						What point would your story need to make to overturn your audience’s misbelief?

						Don’t be afraid to start out simple. It might even sound clichéd. For Noah’s “don’t text and drive” video, it was simply: texting while driving might get you killed. It wasn’t until he started building his story that the specific situation best suited to making his point emerged. The girl texting friends, the dog cueing her into her misbelief—all that came as he developed the story. Right now, all you’re looking for is the ultimate point your story will make.

						

						
						What emotion would drive your point home for your audience?

						You want to be sure you’re not just tapping into a big-box emotion, especially one that would shut your audience down rather than empower them. Terrify your audience about climate change, or what might happen if they text and drive, and they’ll rationalize why you’re wrong. Plus, no one likes to be told what to do. The question is: given your target audience, their tribe, and what they hold dear, what emotion can you evoke that will let them know that you’ve heard them and that you’re on their side?
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			THE CORE CONFLICT

			“Conflict is the beginning of consciousness.”

			—M. ESTHER HARDING, JUNGIAN PSYCHOANALYST

			

			We’re always being asked to pay attention, and most of the time we don’t, especially if given a choice. After all, the things that engage us don’t ask permission. They grab us because they matter to us.

			Paying attention is an apt metaphor because it costs us something biologically to do it. Being engaged makes the cost worth it because it gives us something we’re wired to desire: information we can use, especially when that information resolves a pressing conflict we can’t avoid, answering the urgent question, “Uh oh, what do I do now?”

			That’s precisely why story revolves around unavoidable conflict. In fact, the evolutionary purpose of story is conflict resolution—whether it’s a conflict we’re in the midst of, or one we fear might arise in the future. So it should come as no surprise that without a core conflict, you don’t have a story. Or an audience.

			And guess what? You’ve already identified your story’s core conflict: it’s the internal battle between your audience’s misbelief and the truth that will allow them to solve the problem you’ll set out for them. The riveting conflict in any story—whether a thirty-second ad, a PSA, or a novel—doesn’t revolve around a bad guy, or a dire external problem. It revolves around the internal struggle that the protagonist goes through in order to solve that external problem.

			This is not to say that the external problem isn’t important; it is. But while story is spurred by external conflict—that is, a problem we can’t avoid—the core conflict, the conflict your audience comes for, is always internal.

			That’s why in this chapter we’ll first define what we’re wired to expect in every story we hear, based on the specific story elements that grab us. Next we’ll dive into your story, using your audience’s misbelief to create the concrete external problem that will trigger your protagonist’s internal struggle.

			Ironically, one of the things that keeps us from creating effective stories is that out here in real life, conflict, especially internal conflict, makes us feel uncomfortable. Because internal conflict implies that we don’t instantly know what to do. Admitting that we’re confused, that we’re not sure, is scary. Because one thing we are sure of is that society reads confusion as weakness. To echo what Faye said to Don on Mad Men, we’re constantly struggling with the difference between what we actually feel and what society expects us to feel. Thus, we often inadvertently withhold genuine conflict in the stories we create because, in order to persuade, we think we have to project what society deems as strong, sure, and confident. But the only way to inspire is to embrace vulnerability—because, as we’ll see, that’s what makes your audience care. It whispers, This isn’t something I usually admit. Wanna know a secret? That’s a rhetorical question. Because yes. Duh.

			The truth is we all experience internal, what-the-hell-should-I-do-now? conflict every day, though we’re loath to admit it—and that’s precisely why we come to story: for a glimpse at someone else going through the internal conflict that we keep under wraps. What most of us don’t realize is that when a story grabs us, that conflict, and its resolution, becomes ours.

			As we discussed earlier in the book, we crave conflict in a story precisely because it enables us to take a virtual-reality test run of scary situations we haven’t yet had to face, preparing us should they ever befall us in the future. Thus, since we innately expect a story to revolve around conflict, from the moment the story begins, we hunt for it, even when on the surface everything seems completely fine. In fact, that can make us even more tense, because we know something unexpected is about to happen, and the suspense is killing us.

			Like those movies that open with an old cop waxing eloquent about how he’s going to retire tomorrow and spend the rest of his life fishing with the grandkids—today was supposed to be his last day, he says, but he volunteered to stay so his partner could have a date night with her husband. And instead of thinking, Aw, what a nice guy. I bet his grandkids are really cute, your heart is pounding because you know that in about five seconds some deranged madman is going to storm the station and blow the nice old cop to kingdom come. “Dude,” you want to scream at the screen, “don’t you know you’re about to die? Have you never seen a cop movie?” Because you intuitively understand the mechanics of story (and have seen a ton of cop movies yourself), you’re anticipating what you know is about to come—unavoidable (and in this case, deadly) external conflict.

			But if the movie went on, and the old cop did a bit of paperwork, then called his grandkids and debated whether it’s easier to catch big-mouth bass or mountain trout, the importance of using a bodkin needle when tying a fly, and, hey, did you see the latest episode of Fishing with the Stars? You’d bail. Not that you wanted the old guy to die in a blaze of gunfire or anything, but if you wanted to listen to a boring conversation about fishing, you could call Uncle Ned, who’d be only too happy to explain the difference between a pheasant tail nymph and a San Juan worm for the nineteen millionth time.

			The point is that at the center of every story is a core conflict that we can feel from the very first instant. That’s how we know it is a story. We also intuitively know that, as we discussed in chapter 4, the conflict has two layers.

			1. AN EXTERNAL LAYER: The thing that happens, the external event, the unavoidable problem the protagonist must tackle (the plot).

			2. AN INTERNAL LAYER: What that external problem causes the protagonist to struggle with, internally—the misbelief versus the truth—in order to solve it (what the story is really about).

			Combined, those two layers rivet us.

			The question is: What external conflict will pit your audience’s misbelief against the truth?

			The goal is: To nail down the external problem that will trigger the internal conflict that brings your story to life.

			The Basic Story Template

			Before we begin, a few words. My career has been devoted to story, and one thing I’ve discovered is that story is story regardless of the format. The same principles apply to a two-word story, a single image, a sixty-second video, and a thousand-page saga. Each format adapts the basic template to tell a persuasive story. It reminds me of when I was a kid. I liked dresses back then, but stores never sold the flowing, Elizabethan garb I longed for (I blame that desire on Lord of the Rings, which I devoured at fourteen). So I decided to make my own clothes. I spent weeks hunkered down in fabric stores, poring over the pattern books, but nothing came close to what I was envisioning. Finally, as I was about to thumb past a very basic Simplicity dress pattern, it hit me: if I started with that basic pattern, I could modify it to suit whatever new design I dreamed up.

			Story is exactly like that. All stories are built on the same basic foundation, based on the biological purpose of story, and what we’re wired to expect in every story we come across. To be clear, I am not talking about plot structure, the “hero’s journey,” or the three-act anything. Instead, we’re about to dive into the basic story template I developed based on decades of delving into stories in myriad mediums, always on the hunt for what is really hooking us when a story holds us captive. You can use this template to create your story, regardless of length or format. The template is endlessly adaptable.

			First, let’s break down what a story needs to do biologically in order to catapult us into its world. Here are the three interwoven elements that, by activating the neurotransmitters we discussed in chapter 1, transport us into the world of the story.

			1. STORY ELEMENT: SURPRISE. The protagonist expects one thing to happen, and something else happens instead. Familiar pattern broken; now what do I do?

			BIOLOGICAL REACTION: DOPAMINE. The curiosity neurotransmitter surges, triggering our desire to find out what is going to happen next.

			2. STORY ELEMENT: CONFLICT. The protagonist has no choice but to make a hard choice. Consequences will ensue, maybe bad ones.

			BIOLOGICAL REACTION: CORTISOL. The stress hormone surges, and we’re tense as the suspense mounts, because…

			3. STORY ELEMENT: VULNERABILITY. We empathize with the protagonist. We hope they succeed without getting clobbered.

			BIOLOGICAL REACTION: OXYTOCIN. The empathy neurotransmitter surges, making us care. We’re on protagonist’s side, rooting for their success.

			It’s an emotional chain reaction, each element spurring the others. Together, they’re a potent cocktail, irresistibly intoxicating. We’re empathizing with the protagonist, feeling what they feel. This is something neuroscientist Paul Zak discovered in a study gauging the effect a compelling story has on a subject’s decision to donate to a cause. “Narratives that cause us to pay attention and also involve us emotionally are the stories that move us to action,” says Zak in Cerebrum. “This shows why stories affect behavior after the story has ended: We have put ourselves into the narrative.”

			Wait, you may be thinking, I understand what you’re saying about conflict. But in order to persuade, doesn’t a story have to be uplifting? After all, we have a penchant for avoiding bad news and uncomfortable info in real life. As Tali Sharot points out, “People prefer to learn of information that they think will make them feel good, and so they seek out good news over bad news…When people suspect bad news is coming, they may avoid the message—even if this ignorance can hurt them.”

			Again, story to the rescue. Because once a story engages us, it can present uncomfortable facts and scary news in a way that is empowering. When it comes to moving us to action, it doesn’t matter if the story is heartwarming or heart-wrenching. Says Zak, when they “tested stories about ‘hot-button’ issues to see how people reacted to potentially disagreeable topics, [the study] confirmed that stories that sustain attention and generate emotional resonance produce post-narrative donations—even stories on difficult topics. To the brain, good stories are good stories…on topics happy or sad, as long as they get us to care about their characters.”

			Wait. Who Am I Supposed to Care About?

			Okay, the power of story is great in theory. But how do you create a story capable of wielding it?

			Let’s break down what we already know:

			
					
					There’s one person (the protagonist, the person who will experience the conflict)

				

					
					with one unavoidable problem (the external conflict)

				

					
					that spurs one internal struggle (misbelief versus truth, the core conflict)

				

					
					leading to one “aha” moment (the protagonist’s realization, the point your story will make, resulting in the emotion you want your audience to feel)

				

					
					which allows the protagonist to solve the problem and take action (the transformation).

				

			

			The key point is: the protagonist is our avatar in the story, and the person who has the power to solve the problem. Says international story coach Andy Goodman, “Large-scale, systemic change may be the ultimate goal…[But] If we cannot see and feel the changes at ground level—through the eyes of one human being—we simply cannot relate.”

			While the story’s protagonist is almost always a stand-in for the target audience, like Wanda and the texting teen, sometimes the protagonist makes the audience feel like they’re the hero—that is, the real protagonist. For instance, wanting to raise awareness (and money) about the dire plight of children in Kenya who do not have access to clean water, WATERisLIFE told the story of Nkaitole, a four-year-old Kenyan boy. The two-minute video they produced gives only one fact: Due to unsafe drinking water Nkaitole has a 1 in 5 chance of dying before his fifth birthday. So they decided to help him complete his bucket list, just in case. Let that sink in: a four-year-old with a bucket list. We watch as this wide-eyed little boy does all the things we take for granted that we’ll do over the course of our lifetime. The unabashed joy on his face as he rides in a boat, plays soccer, flies in a plane, takes a bubble bath, gets a kiss on the cheek from a girl—all for the first time, and possibly the last—is heartbreaking. By the time we see his eyes light up as he spies the ocean for the first time? Well, good luck holding back your tears.

			Nkaitole is the protagonist of the story we’re watching, but he can’t solve the problem he’s facing. We can. We are the implied protagonists in the story. Because we have what all real protagonists have: the power to solve the problem. And so the misbelief belongs to us, rather than to Nkaitole.

			THE MISBELIEF: Drinking water is safe and plentiful, and of course a four-year-old will live a long and full life.

			THE TRUTH: Because not all drinking water is safe, many four-year-olds won’t live to see five.

			THE REALIZATION: We have the power to help bring safe drinking water to Kenya, and maybe save Nkaitole. (It’s worth noting that research proves that had WATERisLIFE simply told us that thousands of children wouldn’t reach the age of five without clean water, it wouldn’t have had nearly the impact of the story of one little boy.)

			THE TRANSFORMATION: We’re going to donate.

			So, who will be the protagonist in your story? You’ve already envisioned that one person who represents your target audience. Now it’s time for them to face an actual problem.

			It’s Story Time

			Let’s develop a story, step-by-step, to see how it’s done. We’ll start with a product—that new ultra-lightweight carbon-frame road bike we were talking about in chapter 6 (this page). Let’s imagine that our research has revealed that our bike would benefit our target audience in many ways. For example, it produces zero carbon emissions, as opposed to their gas guzzler, so it helps the environment. But while environmental issues matter greatly to them, we also know that studies show immediate rewards are far more motivating than the promise of a future benefit. Which means that the fact that bike riding is a great way to get in shape—something that also resonates with our target audience—is also out.

			We’re looking for a benefit our audience would get right now. Could it be that the simple act of bike riding is, itself, the benefit? New York Times health and science writer Jane Brody cited this as the reason she maintains her own exercise regime: “It’s how these activities make me feel: more energized, less stressed, more productive, more engaged and, yes, happier—better able to smell the roses and cope with the inevitable frustrations of daily life.”

			Rather than helping her achieve some long-term goal, regardless of how worthy that goal might be, she does it because just doing it makes her feel good in the moment. Who wouldn’t want that?

			But if it were that easy, we’d all be lining up to buy bikes right now. So what is the misbelief that keeps our audience from doing it?

			Maybe it’s this:

			THE MISBELIEF: Although the audience believes bikes are good for the environment, their budget, and their health, they’re afraid that given how crazy busy they are, using a bike as a primary source of transportation will be too exhausting to be practical.

			THE TRUTH: Bike riding gives you energy rather than saps it. The deeper truth is that having more energy makes you feel more alive and vital—better able to handle whatever life throws at you.

			Okay, great, but that’s still totally conceptual. To persuade our audience, we have to solidify that truth by creating a story that will allow them to experience it. Which brings us back to the question: who will our protagonist be? We know that our target audience is urban commuters with the scratch to buy a high-end bike, and our goal is to persuade them to ride a bike to work. A list of likely candidates might look like this:

			
					
					A dad who comes home tired every day and has no energy for the kids.

				

					
					An exec whose doctor tells her she doesn’t need a pill for energy; she needs to exercise.

				

					
					A harried woman scheduled to give a key presentation at work today.

				

			

			Note that when picking a protagonist, we’re focused on where their struggle lies: No energy for the kids; no energy for work; an important presentation that could go belly up. Note that they’re all vulnerable and therefore relatable. The audience would identify with each one because they, too, know how grueling work can be and the toll it takes on every other aspect of life.

			How do you pick the “right” protagonist? It can feel intimidating, as if there’s only one correct answer, and thus an infinite number of really, really wrong ones. Here’s the good news: there is no one right answer. Any of these options could work, and probably a bunch more that you could come up with in five minutes of brainstorming. For your own story, pick the protagonist who feels right to you and run with it; if it doesn’t hold up in the next steps, well, there are other great candidates to choose from. If you can’t decide, write each one on a slip of paper, put ’em in a hat, close your eyes, and pick one. As with so many things, often what you choose isn’t as important as just making a damn choice and moving forward. If it’s wrong, you’ll learn something along the way that will help you choose better next time.

			For my story here, I’m going to pick the woman about to give a key presentation. Let’s call her Hazel.

			What Does the Protagonist Want?

			All protagonists enter the story already wanting something. The story’s core conflict revolves around what it will cost them to get it, not cost in dollars and cents, but an emotional cost. Getting what they want will be your protagonist’s driving agenda. Your agenda will be to create an external problem that forces your protagonist to reevaluate their misbelief in order to get it.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				STORY TOOL

				All protagonists enter the story wanting something. The story’s core conflict centers on what it will cost them emotionally to get it.

			

			

			We know that the misbelief we’re trying to uproot here is that using a bike as their primary source of transportation is just too exhausting to be practical, and the story’s goal is to convince Hazel—a stand-in for our audience with said misbelief—that that’s not true.

			So, what might Hazel enter the story already wanting?

			1. A new bike so sleek and streamlined that riding it is not at all exhausting?

			2. A new job that is closer to her house, so riding a bike there wouldn’t seem so daunting?

			3. A more flexible work schedule, so she can take a quick coffee nap to replenish the energy it took to pedal to work, without it going on her permanent record?

			You might be thinking, That’s easy, it’s number 1. Nope. The answer is…none of the above. Even when you’ve done all the necessary digging, it can still come as a surprise that what your protagonist wants doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with your product, idea, or cause at all. But since that’s what we’re focused on—in this case, the bike—it would be easy to assume that Hazel is, too, when in fact she isn’t thinking about our bike, or any bike, at all. We’re the ones obsessed with bikes, and the ones bent on disabusing her of her misbelief. As far as she’s concerned, it’s not a misbelief. It’s a truth that she’s already accepted and never thinks about or questions at all—yet.

			So what does Hazel already want that would force her to reconsider her misbelief in order to succeed? Right now all we know about Hazel is that she’s supposed to give an important presentation today, which has nothing to do with riding a bike to work. In fact, that’s probably the very last thing she’d want to do, since being alert, rested, and sharp matter so much. That means we not only have to add a bike into the mix, but it must somehow help her get what she wants.

			But before we go there, let’s take a short detour into one of the ways our story template can be streamlined into a concise one-two punch once you know what your audience wants. In 2013 Subaru did exactly that, with just two words.

			
				CASE STUDY: SUBARU

				

				Subaru is a brand long known for safety over style, with scores of loyal customers who claim they are alive thanks to their Subaru. Subaru wanted to spread the word in a 2013 ad targeting an audience who hadn’t yet realized that, with cars as well as with people, beauty is only skin deep. What matters is who’s going to stand by you when the going gets tough.

				Subaru determined that their target audience wanted something we all hope for, but that seems impossible: the knowledge that we could survive a catastrophic car crash (especially these days, with all those damn texters out there).

				THE MISBELIEF: If you get into a major collision, you’re a goner.

				That is what their audience expected. Their story’s goal was to break that expectation by shattering their misbelief in one fell swoop.

				Here’s the 30-second spot: In the aftermath of a horrific accident, the camera moves toward the twisted wreckage of a car, usually a taboo in car commercials. Now we’re paying attention, thinking, Those poor people, no one could have survived that!

				Clearly the tow truck driver on screen is thinking the same thing as he stares at the mangled hulk. We see pity in his eyes. A nearby cop notices and reacts. “They lived,” he says almost reverently. Astonished, the tow truck driver does a double take. It’s an emotional interchange that repeats twice more, first when the tow truck driver delivers the wreckage to the junkyard attendant, and again as the attendant and a co-worker stare at the misshapen corpse of a car, delivered to its final resting place. You almost expect someone to say, “That brave car gave its life so they could live!” and start sobbing. (You could even make an argument that the car itself is the protagonist, because it had the power to save the family, and it did.)

				Finally, we see an ordinary family of four leaving their house, smiling, climbing into a new Subaru. The dad looks at the camera and says, “We lived. Thanks to our Subaru.”

				“They lived” defies everyone’s expectations, except his. He knew. That’s why they bought a Subaru.

				THE TRUTH: With the right car, you can survive. (The story’s point; the emotion it inspires is awe, relief, and trust.)

				THE REALIZATION: If I buy a Subaru, it will keep me and my family safe should the worst happen. The choice is mine.

				THE TRANSFORMATION: Where’s the nearest Subaru dealer?

			

			Okay, back to our protagonist, Hazel; what does she want? In other words, what does our target audience want? They want to do well at work. But that’s conceptual, generic. There’s no conflict, no story potential there.

			Our goal is to tie Hazel’s desire to a specific event, something she has agency over, thus making it concrete and actionable. Happily it’s right there in front of us: her presentation. The agenda Hazel walks into the story with is that she wants her presentation to be a raging success. Sure sounds specific; doesn’t it? But wait, there’s more. Why does she want the presentation to go well, beyond the generic, heck, who wouldn’t? Here, we can even amp up the stakes. Let’s say she wants that presentation to go well so that she gets the promotion that she, and her nemesis, Cuthbert, are up for. Thus we move from what she wants, conceptually, into the specifics of actually getting it: today’s presentation and the possible promotion are the manifestation of what she wants.

			But again, what does any of that have to do with someone buying our bike? On the surface, absolutely nothing. And that’s totally fine (for now).

			Hazel’s agenda is rife with the kind of potential conflict that will trigger the release of the potent emotional cocktail that rivets us. Now all we need is something to royally screw up her well-laid plan.

			Pop Goes the Protagonist

			Now your story’s external conflict needs to spring into action. Think of it as the hurdle that is going to force your protagonist to reevaluate what they believe is true—that is, what you have identified as their misbelief.

			The question is: what external problem has the power to force your protagonist to reexamine said misbelief?

			For instance, Hazel wants the presentation she’s scheduled to give this morning to lock in her promotion, so what kind of problem could she face?

			
					
					She could get to work only to discover that her nemesis had gotten in early and, having stolen the notes for her presentation, already given it.

				

					
					She could wake up with laryngitis.

				

					
					One of those Amazon drones could accidentally drop a package on her head, giving her classic movie-style amnesia.

				

			

			All of those ideas would work if our sole goal was to keep Hazel from giving her presentation, but none of them work for our story. Because while they’re definitely hurdles she’d have to overcome to get what she wants, none of them force her to face her misbelief about bike riding. The tricky part is, of course, that up till now bikes don’t have anything to do with her story at all. So it’s back to the drawing board. Let’s dive into what we already know and see if we can find something to work with.

			We’ve zeroed in on our audience’s fear—even though riding a bike is exhilarating, they’re afraid they’ll be exhausted once they get to work. And that’s the last thing Hazel wants. Especially today.

			What we need is an unexpected situation—a sudden problem—that will force her to confront her misbelief in order to achieve her goal. And not just help her externally (getting her to work on time, refreshed, and ready to go), but internally as well (she’s feeling vital, powerful, unstoppable).

			What if, taking a more benign page from Subaru’s playbook, today is the day her car ups and dies. Not in a fiery crash. But quietly, peacefully, during the night. So when she slips behind the wheel and turns the key, crickets.

			Can you feel the dopamine? (Expectation broken.)

			Can you feel the cortisol? (Uh oh, can she get to work on time?)

			Can you feel the oxytocin? (And she worked so hard on that presentation. This isn’t fair.)

			It’s something Hazel would instantly recognize as a problem. And so, it becomes our audience’s problem. They’re feeling it because she’s feeling it. Best yet, it’s a problem that our bike can solve.

			But before we go further, a word of caution. Even given all the work we’ve done thus far, it’s still remarkably easy to let what we’ve learned vanish into the haze and once again leap into our version of what the audience would see as a problem.

			Want a cringe-worthy example of what happens when you do just that?

			
				CASE STUDY: DIET COKE

				

				In 2018 Coca-Cola rolled out a new Diet Coke campaign. Because their attention was riveted on their product rather than their target audience’s take on it, they created a story that telegraphed their own fear. Fear most likely tied to the effect that recent studies might have on future sales. Studies showing how unhealthy diet soda is, linking it to cancer, heart disease, diabetes—and the ironic fact that it can actually cause users to gain weight.

				The campaign’s tagline was: “Diet Coke, because I can.”

				But here’s the thing: It sounds like a rallying cry, implying that someone is trying to stop us from drinking a Diet Coke in the first place, and we’ll be damned if we let them. Let me check. Nope. They’re not.

				So instead of convincing us that we should drink Diet Coke, in the lady-doth-protest-too-much category, it makes us wonder if they’re trying to hide why maybe we shouldn’t.

				The thirty-second video is simple. A generic, thin, pretty, millennial grabs a Diet Coke from a refrigerated case, takes a swig, and says, “Look, here’s the thing about Diet Coke, it’s delicious. It makes me feel good. Life is short…” She sounds oddly defensive. As if she’s in the middle of an argument with someone who has already pointed out that diet soda is unhealthy, and she begs to differ.

				She goes on to say, “If you want to live in a yurt, yurt it up!”

				Wait, so the same imaginary person who’s trying to stop us from drinking diet soda also has something against yurts? She continues her list of the things that she’s giving us permission to do: “If you want to run a marathon, I mean that sounds super-hard, but okay.” Gee, thanks.

				After that I fully expected her to talk about how hard math is. Instead she says, “I mean, just do you, whatever that is.” So not only does the ad presume we’re reluctant to drink Diet Coke, live in yurts, and run marathons, it also presumes that we’re reluctant to be ourselves, so she’s giving us permission to let loose and, um, “do you”—behind closed doors, though, right?

				“And if you’re in the mood for a Diet Coke, have a Diet Coke.”

				The implication is clear: by having that Diet Coke we’re defying the power structure that would deny us our pleasures. Let’s storm the mini-mart!

				I’m being snarky. But the ad invites it. Because Coca-Cola was so focused on their product, they turned the portrayal of their audience into parody—all they left out was a reference to avocado toast. And worse, they talked down to us.

				That was not their intent, nor how they viewed the ad. Here’s Danielle Henry, group director of integrated marketing content, Coca-Cola North America, on the campaign: “We’ve stripped away the glossy marketing, and we’re just telling people how good Diet Coke really is. This Diet Coke is more authentic and more approachable than ever. We’re simplifying what we’re all about…a Diet Coke is for anyone, anytime, anywhere.”

				Can you spot the problems in what she said? First, even if something is for “anyone, anytime, anywhere,” not only won’t one story win everyone over, at best it’ll be so bland no one will notice it; at worst, like the resulting ad, it will alienate just about everyone, including the critics and—checking in on social media—yep, their target audience as well. As Jo Ellison said when writing about the ad in Financial Times, “In their desperation not to offend anyone, they end up being offensively bad instead.”

				Second, they were focused on the product itself, rather than their audience’s misbelief. What does: “Diet Coke is more authentic and approachable than ever” even mean? More authentic than what? Tea? Water? Regular Coke? And who ever said Diet Coke wasn’t approachable? It’s always right there, on the shelf, in the market, ready, willing and able to go home with you, no questions asked. It’s never busy, or asleep, or having a bad day. It’s the epitome of approachable.

				Ironically, it left their audience with the exact opposite feeling. As one philosophical soul mused on Twitter, “The commercial made me wonder if drinking Diet Coke is in fact deeply socially shameful and I didn’t realize it.”

			

			The one thing the spot is great at is showing you why, as you develop your own story, you must be hypervigilant. At every turn, ask yourself if you’re really seeing it from your audience’s viewpoint—using their decoder ring—rather than your own. If you start focusing on what matters to you, and why you think they might be reluctant to embrace your cause, you’re toast. Without the avocado, even.

			This is important because you’re about to have a whack at it with your story, digging into what you’ve discovered about your target audience, zeroing in on a problem that they would instantly recognize.

			
				CREATING YOUR STORY

				

				At last! You’re putting all the research you’ve done to work and creating your own story. Give yourself time, maybe pour a nice cup of coffee, or a glass of wine, get comfortable, kick back. And brainstorm answers to the following questions:

				
						
						Who, exactly, is my protagonist?

						Chances are your protagonist will be a version of the person you’ve been envisioning as representative of your target audience. Make that person as real as you can.

						

						
						What does my protagonist enter the story wanting, in a general sense?

						This is the desire that your story will give them a chance to fulfill.

						

						
						What, specifically, is happening—here, now, on the day the story is taking place—that can fulfill that desire for your protagonist?

						For instance, if Hazel nails her presentation, beating her nemesis out of that coveted promotion, she will have achieved what she wants: success at work.

						

						
						What external force might stand in the way of my protagonist?

						Three things to keep in mind as you tackle this question are: First, you’re looking for something that threatens to stop your protagonist from getting what they want. Second, this external challenge must force your protagonist to take action. Third, in order to overcome this external challenge, your protagonist will have to reconsider their misbelief.
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			KEEP IT SPECIFIC

			“Everything depends upon execution; having just a vision is no solution.”

			—STEPHEN SONDHEIM

			

			It may seem like you have your story now. You’re dying to let ’er rip. You’ve done so much work; you’re ready. It feels so right. Which most likely means one thing—you’re primed to inadvertently tumble into one of the biggest misbeliefs of all: that your story is already as specific as it needs to be. Because you’re right, you do know your story.

			In general.

			Just like we know Hazel’s story in general. To wit: On the morning Hazel is slated to give the biggest presentation of her career, the one that might net her a coveted promotion, her car won’t start. Her only chance to get to work before her nemesis steals her thunder is to…ride a bike! And so our product becomes the very thing that can save the day, that is, if she overcomes her misbelief. She hops on and discovers that instead of being exhausted she’s invigorated; she gives the presentation and kills it. Done.

			Except…did you feel anything? Were you even paying attention? As I’m fond of saying to writers, do you want to explain it to me, or do you want to put me in the protagonist’s skin, so I can experience it for myself?

			But what’s the problem, exactly? Why wasn’t that specific enough?

			Because it was an objective overview of what happened, so there was no internal struggle, no hard choice to make. Hazel had nothing to overcome. No risk, no fear, no mounting stakes. She simply did the only logical, obvious thing: she got on a bike and rode to work. It was easy. A no-brainer, in fact. Which is the problem. Because, as we know, without the struggle, there’s nothing to root for, no one to empathize with, and no suspense. Plus, where the hell did she get that bike? If biking isn’t something she thinks about, why would she have one just sitting around? Kind of convenient; don’t you think? And why didn’t she just call a Lyft? Why, why, why? Uh oh.

			It’s a seductive trap, the trap of summary. According to the Cambridge Dictionary a summary is: “A short, clear description that gives the main facts or ideas about something.” Which, of course, presupposes that the facts already exist and that everything in the story, from start to finish, has already happened. The above summary isn’t a summary because, as yet, there’s nothing to summarize.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				STORY TOOL

				Summary does not equal story.

				 

			

			

			Our goal is to transform what, at the moment, is a general notion of your story into something very, very specific. But geez, there are a ton of specifics in real life. We’re bombarded with them every second of every day. So which ones do you pick, how can you tell the nattering irrelevancies from the key details? Here’s the secret we’re about to explore: It’s not about simply capturing specifics, per se. The sky is blue. The bike is yellow. The dog might not be housebroken. It’s about zeroing in on the specifics that are relevant to your story, the specifics that give meaning to your call to action. Everything else is not only irrelevant, it is a distraction.

			That’s why in this chapter we’ll zero in on how to translate general concepts into specific images that telegraph layers of meaning. Then we’ll walk through how to create the opening of your story, using the specific as your guide. We’ll explore how to personify the facts via a specific context, bringing them to life, and how to be concrete, clear, and visual, which is crucial since if we can’t see it, we can’t feel it.

			How to Find, and Banish, Those Sneaky Generalities

			A simple rule of thumb is that the general is a category; the specific is the thing being categorized. “Pants” is general, “paisley, high-waisted bell-bottoms edged in red and gold pompoms” is (perhaps all too) specific. It sounds so straightforward; doesn’t it? And yet the urge to use generalities is so strong that very often we don’t realize that we’ve done it at all. In fact, often the general is mistaken for the specific. The sentence “the man was happy” sounds specific. It’s a man. And he’s happy. Sure it sounds concrete, but it’s not. What man? Happy why? What is happiness, according to him? No clue. That’s why it’s general.

			I’ve worked with countless writers who were heartbreakingly sure that the way to make a sentence like that specific was to simply qualify it with…another generality, “The man was happy about his career choices.” What choices? Why? And so? Why does it even matter? It conjures no image, no meaning beyond the surface statement, no reason to care. That can come as a shock. Because, like those writers, when you’re envisioning your story, you can see it, kind of. You can feel it, sort of. Because in your mind, it is specific, in a vague sense.

			But when you’re actually telling the story to someone else? It’s generic, neutral, and oddly impenetrable.

			International story coach Andy Goodman has a great example of the power of the specific, using a story Senator Elizabeth Warren tells about growing up in Oklahoma. In it she says, “And about the time I was in middle school, my daddy had a heart attack. And it was serious. Thought he was going to die. The church neighbors brought covered dishes. It was a scary time.”

			Says Goodman, “Stories live in the specifics, the seemingly small details that help us see the world the storyteller is conjuring. Consider the difference between ‘our friends were very supportive’ and ‘the church neighbors brought covered dishes.’ Same meaning, sure, but only one immediately evokes an image.”

			“Our friends were very supportive” sounds specific, doesn’t it? But when you hear about those supportive neighbors, do you picture anything? Not really. It’s a jumble of stick figures, being supportive…somehow. What are they doing to be supportive? Again, no clue. But when you envision the church neighbors, not only can you see them but also no one has to tell you they’re being supportive because what they’re actively doing—bringing covered dishes—telegraphs that, and much more.

			But here’s the thing—it’s not just that we want to see the storyteller’s world. There are a million specific details in Warren’s world that she could have chosen to tell us about. The color of the walls. The type of rug. The view out the window. But she didn’t, even though they’re just as concrete and real as those covered dishes. Why didn’t she? Because those specific details had nothing whatsoever to do with the story she was telling. The covered dishes weren’t just some random detail; they helped convey her message. They told us something about Warren’s tribe. They were church going. They were not rich. They helped each other. They were a close-knit community, ready to jump into the fray when the going got rough, offering long-lasting sustenance and giving them one less thing to worry about. There are myriad emotional layers woven into that one simple image.

			What’s more, the mere mention of those covered dishes might trigger a visceral memory in the listener, taking them back to a time when a parent got sick and those sorts of dishes appeared in their home—now, boom, they can feel what Warren felt, back when they were just little kids, too, and they know that, geez—that was huge.

			The upshot is that the specifics must concretize your story and its meaning. Because, as Rep. Willard D. Vandiver said in 1899, “Frothy eloquence neither convinces nor satisfies me. I’m from Missouri. You’ve got to show me.” When it comes to specifics versus generalities, we humans are all Missourian.

			To See It Is to Feel It

			But what if you’re creating a story to convey something that each person in your target audience might have a different specific for? For instance, what if you’re running for election, and you want to tell a story about how you’ll fight for the specific thing each of your constituents holds most dear? Since each of them has a different “specific” that matters to them, won’t getting specific alienate anyone who doesn’t have that particular issue? Nope.

			It’s crucial that your audience be able to envision your story, since, as neuroscientist Antonio Damasio notes in Descartes’ Error, “Thought is made largely of images.” Images don’t make us think because they’ve sparked us intellectually, images drive our emotions as well. It’s the feeling that spurs the thought, not the other way around. And so without a specific image to focus on, it’s hard to think about—let alone feel—the meaning of, well, anything. So the question is: if you focus on one specific image, how can you telegraph a message that goes beyond that one, specific image? Can it become a symbol not only for something deeper and more universal, but for other specifics as well?

			Let’s dive into an example that does just that.

			
				CASE STUDY: JAIME HARRISON, US SENATE CAMPAIGN SPOT

				

				Part of the brilliance of Jaime Harrison’s “Dirt Road” spot is that nothing in it trumpets which political party he is affiliated with, and for our purposes, it doesn’t matter at all. Because the point of his story has absolutely nothing to do with party loyalty or putting the other side down. The point of the story is about the voters themselves and what matters to them, not politically, but in their own daily lives.

				To reach voters, Harrison had to find one image, one concern, that would make each think, Yeah, me too. That’s how I feel about my issue.

				The ad itself wasn’t about solving that—or any—specific issue. It was about the importance of politicians recognizing their constituents’ concerns in the first place. That’s the message he wanted to convey.

				It’s a simple ad: we hear Harrison’s voice narrating a series of illustrated graphics as the text flashes across the screen. Let’s listen, deconstructing it as we go:

				I went into a rural county in South Carolina. (We’re primed. Because we’re wired for story, we instinctively know something is going to happen…)

				I went down an old dirt road… (We can see it: it’s the image at the center of the story. It’s not just a road; it’s an old dirt road. Sure sounds like he’s venturing off the beaten path, where things get real, real fast.)

				Shotgun house and went knocking on the door… (The visual reference to a “shotgun house” lets us know that he’s an insider, a local. Full disclosure: I had to look it up. I’d never heard the term before; in my world, it’s known as a “railroad flat.”)

				Old African-American man came to the door, and he says, “Son, who are you, and what do you want?” (We’re waiting for Harrison to make his pitch and wondering what the response will be. We know exactly what he wants: this man’s vote.)

				I said, “Sir, I’m Jaime Harrison.”

				He looked at me, and he said, “Okay. What do you want?” (Wow, it’s clear this guy is no nonsense. This is not his first rodeo, so the sooner Harrison says what he wants, the sooner he’ll send him on his way.)

				I said, “Sir, this is the most consequential election…” (Uh oh, big mistake, Harrison is leading with politics, generalities, and what matters to him. He’s going to tell this man why he should vote for him. The point is, we know that Harrison is making a mistake as soon as the words are out of his mouth; we can feel it in our gut.)

				And he said, “Son, let me tell you something.” (This is the moment when Harrison’s expectations are broken; now we’re on high alert. Looks like this guy is going to put him in his place and save them both the trouble of Harrison going through his spiel.)

				He said, “You see that road that you drove up on?” (Again, very visual, and this man is bringing Harrison into his world. His concerns.)

				I said, “Yes sir.” (The tables have turned. Now this man has taken the lead.)

				He said, “What kind of road is that?”

				I said, “It’s a dirt road.” (The beauty of this is that we, the audience, intuitively know that this man is about to make a point, and we’re trying to figure out what it is.)

				He said, “Son, that was a dirt road when Ronald Reagan was President, when both of the Bushes were President. (Aha, he’s going to blame the Republicans; it’s their fault that it’s still a dirt road…)

				It was a dirt road when Bill Clinton and Barack Obama were President. (Wait, he’s blaming Democrats, too. Where is this going?)

				Son, that’s still a god damn dirt road. And until either a Democrat or a Republican paves my road, I don’t want to deal with any of you.” (Aha! It’s not about politics at all. It’s about how politicians never focus on what really matters to their constituents on a daily basis. That’s what they care about, and until they feel heard, why the hell should they listen to a politician?)

				He shut his door. And I was a little hurt. (Harrison’s goal was to convince this man to vote for him, and he failed completely. And, hey, he’s admitting it, right now, to us. He’s allowing himself to be vulnerable.)

				But then I started thinking about it. (Now Harrison is going a step further; he’s not being defensive, or telling us why this man was wrong, or blaming one party or the other for that man’s woes. Instead, he’s considering what the man said to him and he’s rethinking his own position.)

				The most important thing to this man was his dirt road. (The dirt road is what mattered to him. It’s real. It’s not conceptual; it’s not vague; it’s not abstract. And, because of that, it’s actionable. It’s a specific problem that can be fixed.)

				And he’d heard all the political speeches, and people talking about doing this and that. But nobody has still paved his road. (Harrison understood exactly what this man’s point was. And with that, the point becomes everyone’s point: That is, you make promises, but you never, ever do what matters to me. You don’t take care of the things that affect me in my life. So why should I care about what you want?)

				That road is symbolic for so many things for so many of us across this state. (Harrison has now taken that one specific thing—the dirt road—and used it as a symbol for all the specific things that affect voters in his state.)

				It may not be a dirt road for the people in Allendale, but it may be schools. It might not be a dirt road for the people in Bamberg; it could be their hospital. (By naming two other specifics, he’s letting voters know that he understands that different groups have different concerns, and his goal is to zero in on what, exactly, matters most to each of them, and do something about it.)

				That dirt road is the hardship that so many of us are suffering with across this state. (Digging even deeper, he now ties all the specifics together, revealing the underlying problem: people are suffering because politicians no longer focus locally, on the real, concrete needs of the people they represent.)

				I remember a time when senators helped the people they represented. I want to bring the spirit of helping back. We have to rebuild the trust of those people. And that’s why I’m running for the United States Senate. (Now, finally, almost as an afterthought, here’s his ask. By itself, it would have been generic, general, vague, and totally party line—without even saying which party. Instead, it’s a genuine summation of a powerful specific, transformed into a compelling universal that Harrison wants to tackle.)

				THE MISBELIEF: All politicians are the same; they don’t care about what really affects us. They only care about getting elected and then staying in office.

				THE TRUTH: It is possible for a politician to bust through that stereotype if they’re willing to listen to us; focus on what, specifically, does affect us; and hopefully, do something about it.

				THE REALIZATION: Harrison might be such a politician. He did listen, he admitted his mistake, and he understood. His goal is to help us, and maybe he can if we elect him.

				THE TRANSFORMATION: I will vote for him.

				That one specific image—the old dirt road—was the linchpin.

				First, literally, you could see and feel why it mattered to the man who lived in that shotgun house. It had affected him every single day since the 1980s. His message was clear: if politicians really cared about me, they’d have paved my road.

				Second, symbolically, that old dirt road then became a stand-in for each voter’s very real problem, and thus a symbol for what needed to change. Politicians needed to care enough to actually do something about those problems.

				Harrison harnessed that one specific image to tell a very potent story.

			

			But what if you’re trying to convey something even more ephemeral, like a concept—say abundance, choice, or freedom? Can a single, well-placed image do that? Yes. In fact, sometimes a single, absurdly frivolous specific can itself tell a story, one that changes the course of an entire nation no less. Like, oh, I don’t know, Jell-O Pudding Pops?

			As Andrew Marantz recounts in The New Yorker, in 1989, before he was president of Russia, Boris Yeltsin “met with President George H. W. Bush, toured the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, and stopped at a run-of-the-mill supermarket on the outskirts of Houston, where the abundant display of Pudding Pops affected him so strongly—‘Even the Politburo doesn’t have this choice. Not even Mr. Gorbachev!’—that he vowed to dismantle Bolshevism once and for all.”

			The point is those humble little treats had a meaning for Yeltsin that had absolutely nothing to do with their deliciousness or the shockingly long list of unpronounceable six-syllable ingredients. To him, they represented all the things that the Soviet Union didn’t have. Imagine that! Big concepts brought home by a bunch of Pudding Pops. Because you can’t picture abundance, choice, or freedom, but you sure can close your eyes and see that gleaming freezer case full of box after box of frozen treats.

			Specific images, regardless how mundane, have the power to be startling, and therefore memorable—the juxtaposition between the seriousness of Cold War politics and the frivolity of a Pudding Pop is so unanticipated that you can’t help but do a double take, thinking, Wait. What??

			Storytellers know this. Because, let’s be honest, was it really the Pudding Pops that did it, as Marantz suggests? What Yeltsin himself said of his trip to the supermarket was, “When I saw those shelves crammed with hundreds, thousands of cans, cartons, and goods of every possible sort, for the first time I felt quite frankly sick with despair for the Soviet people. That such a potentially super-rich country as ours has been brought to a state of such poverty! It is terrible to think of it.”

			Not a Pudding Pop in sight. So, why would a publication as high-brow as The New Yorker single them out as what triggered Yeltsin’s epiphany? There’s a clue in a clearly staged photograph from said shopping expedition, in which Yeltsin is staring into a frozen food compartment, his arms stretched out in mock surprise, a wide smile on his face. In addition to the Pudding Pops, the compartment is full of ice cream, orange Popsicles, and chocolate syrup. Granted, Yeltsin does seem to favor the Pudding Pops (a fact that, as you can tell by how many times I’ve repeated it here, is endlessly entertaining).

			But here’s the thing: there’s also a photo, just as compelling, of Yeltsin eyeing a display of fresh green beans, mushrooms, and radishes. But the sentence, “the abundant display of garden vegetables affected him so strongly that…” clearly doesn’t pack the same emotional punch—“garden vegetables” is harder to picture and far more mundane. In framing the story for The New Yorker, Marantz knew what he was doing: the specific that makes the point is, hands down, let me say it again: Pudding Pops. Who could forget that?

			In other words, it’s not just being specific; it’s picking a specific that not only telegraphs meaning but also has an element of the unexpected.

			Which delivers us right back to Hazel’s story. We know, in general, what it’s about. Now, let’s make it specific, starting with where it begins.

			It’s easy to assume that Hazel’s story starts with her car not starting. Because, yes, that absolutely, positively breaks a pattern, tragically upending her expectations—it sounds so promising. But if we start the story there, we have no way to communicate what is at stake for Hazel, not in general, in her life at large, but today. In order to communicate that, we have to back up.

			Where Do I Even Begin?

			The real question is: given the external problem we’ve settled on, how is today different from any other day for Hazel? Because that’s what will determine what’s at stake for her—and what she wants.

			And yet it’s frighteningly easy to be seduced by the notion that unceremoniously shoving Hazel out of her comfort zone by prematurely sending her car to auto heaven is the perfect place to start our story. We can see it; we can feel it.

			The problem is that while we know what Hazel wants, our audience doesn’t. As far as they’re concerned, Hazel’s car won’t start, and so? Yes, they’ll know that’s a bad thing, in general. But because there’s no clear, concrete consequence, there’s nothing for us to anticipate, and no real reason to care. That means that before we kill Hazel’s car, we need to let our audience know why, specifically, its untimely death is bad today. That is, not just regular old bad, but bad bad. That’s why when you’re trying to pinpoint where your story begins, there are three questions you have to answer:

			
					
					What makes this day different from any other day for my protagonist?

				

					
					What’s at stake for my protagonist because of it?

				

					
					How can I telegraph that to my audience?

				

			

			What could Hazel do that would clearly signal that today is not an average day for her, cluing the audience in to the fact that she is about to give a career-making presentation?

			Since our goal is to master the basics of story itself, let’s give this story the space to breathe, and imagine it as a two-minute video—although what we’re about to dig into can be adapted to any format: a story told during a presentation, a tweet, or a fund-raising letter.

			So, let’s take a look at how Hazel’s morning might unfold, up to the moment she climbs into her SUV and turns the key. Notice that each turn of the screw builds on the one that came before it, upping the suspense, triggering our curiosity, building our empathy. Here goes:

			
					
					We see Hazel hurriedly getting dressed, glancing at her computer screen, quickly scrolling through her presentation. (She’s nervous—I wonder why? Side note: This is the first pattern we’re breaking. Even though the audience doesn’t know what Hazel’s usual morning is like, they know enough about how stories work to recognize that she’s nervously scrolling through what looks like a presentation; it means something’s up.)

				

					
					Hazel gets a “good luck” text from her mom, something like, “Remember to breathe. You’ve got this.” (Yikes. She’s about to be put to the test; must be that presentation I just saw her scroll through.)

				

					
					Next, to up the tension, is a text from her boss, “Head’s up, the CEO’s here. Don’t make me look bad!” (Yep, I was right. And uh oh, it’s a really big test, I bet.)

				

					
					The radio is on. There’s a traffic pile up, all lanes blocked. (I wonder how far away her office is; hope she won’t be late. The stakes are rising because this is totally out of her control.)

				

					
					She envisions the traffic: a rapid succession of angry drivers, taillights, sweat. (Uh oh, even if she gets there on time, she’s going to be frazzled. Side note: This also makes the point that, maybe, driving to work isn’t the positive it’s cracked up to be.)

				

					
					She looks at her watch. Panicked. She puts her shoes on the wrong feet, hopping into the garage. (Come on, come on, come on!)

				

					
					Inside is an SUV and, tucked into the corner, a bike. Our bike. There’s a big red bow on it. A dusty, sagging bow, signaling that it’s been there for a long time. Clearly a gift, a disappointing one. When would she ever have the time to ride a bike? (Hmmm, wonder who gave her that bike? The bow is still on it, obviously she’s never ridden it. Must be a story there.)

				

					
					She puts her key in the ignition and…nothing. (OMG, now what?!)

				

					
					Her phone chirps, another text, from her boss “how close r u?” (What will she do? She’ll never get there on time!)

				

			

			Did you see how much information we packed in before her car goes belly up? It made her car’s death mean something miles beyond the otherwise generic, Damn. Now I’m going to be late to the office. In just a few short frames, we established Hazel’s goal, what she’ll have to overcome to achieve it, and what’s at stake if she doesn’t—we’ve got the audience rooting for her. It’s visual and full of specific, revealing images that show us what matters to Hazel right now, in the moment. Our version of Pudding Pops is that dusty red bow—definitely unusual, unexpected, pulling our attention to the bike.

			We want to know what happens next. Will Hazel get to work on time to give her presentation?

			It feels all of a piece—one smooth scene—but let’s dive a little deeper into it so we can see each layer at play. Did you notice that both the past and the future are represented, deftly woven into the present?

			For instance, the past was revealed when:

			
					
					Hazel glanced at her presentation—something she’d already created and clearly put a lot into.

				

					
					When she heard that there was a traffic jam, she instantly called up memories—images from the past—envisioning the new, unexpected hurdle she’s facing.

				

					
					And when we saw the bike with the sagging ribbon in the garage, we instantly wondered, Gee. What’s up with that? It wasn’t the bike itself that did it. It was the tattered bow that let us know that there’s more there than meets the eye. And, we sense, if the storyteller is making a visual point of it, it must have story significance, thus raising the audience’s expectation: whether Hazel knows it or not, that bike is going to matter.

				

			

			As for the future:

			
					
					All three texts Hazel received let us know that she was about to do something that matters: the presentation.

				

					
					Hazel looked at her watch, hurried to the garage, and put her shoes on the wrong feet, all of which telegraph the urgency, and the importance, of what she’s about to do. She’s anxious, and so are we.

				

			

			These things taken together—the past and the future—are what create tension in the present. The past reveals what matters to Hazel, what she wants, and the future telegraphs what’s at stake given that desire.

			You might have noticed that we didn’t get in everything that we brainstormed. There was no mention of Hazel’s nemesis, let alone the fear that he’d step in and give her presentation if she’s late. That’s okay. Maybe we’ll jettison it. Maybe we’ll find a way to work it in. Right now, either option is okay. And, hey, what is the story with the bow on the bike, and who gave it to her? Hmmm. Point being, nothing is written in stone, it’s an iterative process, and that’s totally fine.

			We Got ’Em! Uh, Now What?

			Once a story grabs our attention, our curiosity kicks into gear—wow, we wonder, how is the protagonist going to get out of that one? Which means the answer can’t be a slam dunk. It has to be hard won. Sure, you know what the right thing for them to do is—that’s why you’re creating this story. But the story is about how your protagonist gets there. How she fights against it, what makes her decide to take a chance, and what she learns in the process.

			It’s like in a romantic comedy—going in, you know that the two people about to get married are totally wrong for each other. You know that the offbeat next-door neighbor is the protagonist’s true love, but if he realized that as quickly as you did, there’d be no story. So you settle in, knowing it will take the whole two hours for him to wake up and smell the coffee. And that’s the pleasure of it. It’s his realization and what causes it that we come for. Same with Hazel, and same with your protagonist. So now that we have set it all up, the question is: How do you build a story so that your protagonist realizes it on their own?

			
				CREATING YOUR STORY

				

				Take everything you’ve discovered about your protagonist and envision your story the way we did with Hazel. Then do the following:

				
						
						See if you can find your story’s beginning, a specific instance where you can telegraph what matters to the protagonist at that moment, and what’s at stake if things don’t go as expected.

					

				

				
						
						Ask yourself: What will keep your protagonist from getting what they want? Think in specific images, specific setbacks, specific actions that escalate.

					

						
						Given that setup, see if you can envision the specific moment when the protagonist comes face-to-face with a problem they can’t avoid, the way Hazel couldn’t.

					

				

				You may wind up with several versions; that’s okay. At times it may be crazy frustrating, and at other times, it feels like magic. Stick with it. You’re getting so close.
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			IF, THEN, THEREFORE

			“The greater the tension, the greater is the potential.”

			—C. G. JUNG

			

			You’ve got your opening—great. Now, if you want your audience to ultimately follow your call to action, you need to keep ratcheting up the tension, making them feel what Oscar Wilde did when he said, “This suspense is terrible. I hope it will last.”

			Your opening established the problem that must be solved; the cause-and-effect trajectory you’ll create is how your protagonist will try to solve it. And, as we know, the solution can’t be effortless, one-step. If it were that easy, then it wouldn’t really be a problem, would it? And worse, it would completely alienate your audience. Because it would imply that what they see as a problem is no big deal as far as you’re concerned. Not a good idea.

			You may be thinking that the solution is simple. For instance, in Hazel’s case, it would be: just get on the damn bike! How hard could that be? But that isn’t the point. Often, the solution, once reached, is obvious. It’s the struggle to get to the solution that’s hard, and that is what your sequence of cause and effect will tackle. Remember, your protagonist struggles with the same misbelief your audience does, and if it’s a big deal to them, it had better be a big deal to your protagonist.

			It’s tricky, I know. Because one of the ironies of modern life is that although everything is geared to make our lives “easier,” we’re hardwired to crave problem solving. According to Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, distinguished professor of psychology and management at Claremont Graduate University, research shows that we’re happiest when we’re working on difficult-but-possible pursuits—once our interest is piqued, that is. Thus, once you’ve established the problem your protagonist faces, your audience will instantly begin making predictions about what they’ll do next and how the problem could be solved. This gives them an even more vested interest in your story because now they want to find out whether or not they’re right.

			To be sure that your story can deliver that thrill, in this chapter we’ll explore how to make sure your story has an escalating, believable cause-and-effect trajectory; we’ll also cover a surefire method for weeding out digressions that can derail your story. By chapter’s end, you’ll have sketched out your story’s mounting tension—specifically, twist by twist—from the opening scene you just nailed down, up to the place where, as we’ll discuss in chapter 12, your protagonist’s realization—their “aha” moment—will bring it all home.

			After all, there are few sentiments more satisfying than, “I knew it” thanks to the delicious emotional reward bestowed upon us when we figure something out. That’s why we love crossword puzzles, mystery podcasts, and the thrill of finally deducing the secret ingredient that makes Uncle Amit’s pumpkin pie so delectable.

			It’s not just the moment of discovery; it’s the work we put into getting there that makes the reward so satisfying. The urge to figure things out is also what keeps us alive. As we know, our brain is a prediction machine dedicated to divining the (seemingly) reliable logic behind “if this, then that, oh wait, that means therefore…” Without this ability to anticipate the future, our lives would be one terrifying surprise after another.

			Thankfully, if there’s one thing we know we can count on for sure, it’s causality, which, as the Scottish philosopher David Hume noted several centuries ago, “is the cement of the universe.” However, as Hume was also quick to point out, that doesn’t inherently mean that what we think caused something actually did. Or that what we therefore anticipate will happen actually will. We need only look at the most recent headlines or election results to realize that we’re often very, very wrong.

			The point is whether we’re ultimately right or wrong, we are wired to constantly hunt for the causal connection between things because without it, nothing makes sense. Out here in the wild, we are at the mercy of what our experience implies; but in your story, you are the decider of what the experience will teach your protagonist (and by extension, your audience). That is, if you have created a clear, concrete, believable, cause-and-effect trajectory from start to finish.

			Cause and Effect: Making It Believable

			First, let’s define believability. It’s when, without having to think about it, you automatically accept that this could have caused that. When it comes to creating your story, there are two layers of believability you should be aiming for:

			1. Generic physical believability (this one’s relatively easy).

			2. Emotional/psychological believability, based on your protagonist’s internal logic (this one isn’t easy, and it’s why you’ve done all the work so far).

			That first layer of physical believability is something we’re familiar with because it’s pretty much the same for all of us, regardless of our tribe, upbringing, or all-time favorite season (spring, right?). We believe that, in general, people have the physical ability to run, walk, and jump; we know that a person can’t flap their arms and fly. This world is bound by what is and isn’t physically possible. Gravity holds us in place, food and water keep us alive, babies don’t stay up all night worrying about the stock market. It’s that simple.

			The second layer of believability, that of your protagonist’s internal logic, is far more important to get right, so that what they say and do rings emotionally and psychologically true. This is what your audience comes for, the internal why behind what the protagonist is doing—based on how their tribe sees the world. Violate that, and even if everything else is totally and completely physically possible, your audience will be thinking, Well, that sure could never happen.

			In fact, this internal layer is so much more important that, if you get it right, you can break the first rule with impunity. At times, breaking it can even help make your point.

			Take, for instance, E*Trade’s talking baby commercials (you saw that coming; didn’t you?). We know that while some babies are indeed precocious and advanced well beyond their months, they are not opening trading accounts on their own (especially since none of them, other than perhaps E*Trade baby himself, have any earnings to invest in the first place). So, yes, a baby giving financial advice is completely out of the realm of possibility. And yet when we witness this particular baby doing a pitch perfect impersonation of a down-to-earth twenty-eight-year-old, instead of rolling our eyes, we keep them glued to the screen.

			For one thing, the spot has the element of surprise, instantly breaking a pattern—babies can’t talk, so we wonder what’s going on. But advice from a dog, a cat, or a hamster would be just as eye-catching. So, why the baby? Because once the spot grabs our attention, it visually telegraphs the notion that investing with E*Trade is so simple even a baby can do it. Which is their point. The baby actually says it, as if he were having a normal convo, one twenty-eight-year-old guy to another.

			Which is why the ad was so successful: it perfectly captured the second layer of believability—that of the protagonist’s internal logic. The baby’s point of view completely aligned with their target audience’s, reflecting what experience had taught them and speaking their language.

			The campaign premiered in 2008, and E*Trade was targeting aspiring self-directed investors, people who up until then may have been a wee bit leery of taking charge of their financial lives. After all, they’d heard that managing money is serious, scary business—a misbelief investment company messaging took pains to instill—and so best left in the hands of seasoned professionals. And then the recession hit, leaving said audience leerier still of entrusting their hard-earned cash to brokers who, shall we say, had not invested wisely.

			The baby neatly conveyed the sentiment: “Hey, old guys, thanks but no thanks. Me and my buds have it covered.” It was irreverent, it was funny, and it made the point without a single chart, word of jargon, or any lingo whatsoever. As culture critic Elayne Rapping said, “The kid humanized the whole business of trading.”

			Humanized is the key word here—and it translates to being accessible. When your protagonist sees the world through your target audience’s eyes, using their particular brand of logic, your story becomes believable—even if what actually happens in it is patently impossible. Which can actually be a fantastic strategy for incorporating that all-important element of surprise.

			Mounting Tension: Let’s Do the Twist(s)

			Wait a minute, you may be thinking, what do you mean “twists?” I’m not writing a novel. You may be working on a sixty-second spot, a two-paragraph story, or a single tweet. But here’s the thing: there can—and should—be twists and turns. The prime example is from the (apparently apocryphal) story wherein, during a literary bar fight, Ernest Hemingway was challenged to come up with an entire story in six words, to which he replied: “For sale. Baby shoes. Never worn.” And won. The twist packs a potent, gut-wrenching punch. However, seriously, little babies don’t tend to wear shoes all that much, so honestly, it might simply have been a bad purchase rather than a heartbreaking tale of woe.

			Then there is William Shatner’s even twistier, “Failed SAT. Lost scholarship. Invented rocket.” Twistier still is master storyteller Dr. Karen Dietz’s six-word story: “Played golf. Boss won. Kept job.” Talk about a very short story that speaks volumes, makes a point, and I’m betting—unfortunately—resonates with countless browbeaten pencil pushers (that is, most of us). Notice, too, that there is a clear, believable, two-fold cause-and-effect trajectory there. One that not only tells us what happened externally but also implies what was going on beneath the surface. We know the storyteller let the boss win, and we sure know why, which, of course, is the point of the story.

			So, how do you build a believable, twisty, cause-and-effect trajectory, one that taps into your audience’s expectations and, maybe, ultimately upends them? Let’s take a look at a deceptively simple sixty-second spot to see how, when you know what your audience expects, you can wow them with what they don’t.

			
				CASE STUDY: JETTA

				

				The spot revolves around a situation that, being human, we’re all pretty versed in: a groom anticipating his bride’s reaction when, on their wedding day, he is very, very late. First, let’s go through the spot; then let’s talk about what the creators were up to.

				
						
						We see a man; he looks jittery but dead-on determined, as if he’s just made an important decision and nothing is going to stop him. He’s driving fast down a rainy country road in the middle of nowhere, and there’s neither a house nor building in sight. He’s clearly in a hurry. (Instantly we think, Whoa, he sure looks like a young James Spader. Oh, and we also know that this is not an average day for this guy, and something big is at stake.)

					

				

				
						
						Cut to a woman in a bridal gown in a church’s bride’s room. A priest is in the background, bridesmaids are gathered around her, kneeling as they fluff her dress, her veil; she smiles down at them. Her dad sits in a chair off to the side, watching her get ready. (Ohhhh, so James is the groom, but why is he so far from civilization? Causal connection detected; problem intuited.)

					

						
						Cut to James, still driving, superfast. (He has to get there in time; we’re rooting for him. And wondering what held him up—surely he should have been there long ago.)

					

						
						The bride’s dad is watching her, but he looks a little concerned. She fiddles with her engagement ring, looking up wistfully. (Uh oh, they’re worried that James isn’t there yet. He better hurry—sure hope he has a good excuse.)

					

						
						James glances nervously at his watch, drives even faster. He’s sweating. (Why is he so late, what happened? What if he doesn’t get there in time?)

					

						
						Dad glances at his watch, too. (Why does he look so unhappy? Is it just that James is late? Maybe he thinks it’s a bad match, and this just proves it. One thing’s for sure; he doesn’t want his daughter to be hurt, and it’s starting to feel inevitable.)

					

						
						On the road up ahead a lumbering Airstream trailer forces James to slow way down; panic registers on his face. (Not now! Doesn’t it always go that way? Dumb trailer. The tension ratchets upward.)

					

						
						Dad takes his daughter’s hands; she gives him a smile, but not a big one, and looks away first. (Dad realizes she’s even more worried than he thought. If only we could tell them: James is on his way. Don’t give up!)

					

						
						James, clearly taking a big chance, punches the gas and shoots around the Airstream. (Oh, we’re so glad his car has the power to do that—for a minute it looked he might drive into oncoming traffic. He must really love her.)

					

						
						As Dad turns from his daughter, his look of worry only deepens. (So does ours.)

					

						
						James is closer now. He speeds over a long bridge, but…no, he’s still out in the country. (The clock is ticking down.)

					

						
						The bride glances out the window, turns back with a look of disappointment, then steels herself. (Maybe he’ll get there—don’t give up on him yet.)

					

						
						James finally drives into a town…just as a railroad crossing gate goes down, forcing him to stop. As an unbearably long train zooms past, he squirms, puts his head down on the steering wheel, then leans back, and screams in frustration. (Damn, he’s missing his own wedding. Oh, man, they’re going to think he didn’t show on purpose.)

					

						
						Dad, head down in resignation, closes the door to the room where the bride has been getting ready—and we’re locked out. (It’s over, and they’re going to have to tell everyone the groom isn’t there—that’s so mortifying.)

					

						
						Cut to the front of a church. The street is deserted as James drives up, leaps out of the car, and runs up the steps, through the open church door.

					

						
						The church is full. The bride—and, wait, the real groom?—stand together at the altar. James runs in just as the priest is saying “. . . speak now or forever hold your peace.” James stops short; the groom glares at him, then glances at the bride. She looks down, clearly an admission that, yes, there’s something between her and James. As James opens his mouth to speak, she looks up at him, and, eyes gleaming, draws a deep, shuddery breath, and now we know…that we’ve just watched a sixty-second version of the last act of The Graduate. Because just like Benjamin Braddock, James has saved the love of his life from marrying the wrong guy.

					

				

				It’s a surprise that brings with it a deep sense of satisfaction. Just like the crowd around a magician who has miraculously pulled a rabbit out of his empty hat, instead of being angry, we’re thrilled.

				And that made it memorable. But, hey, it did fool us. And we don’t like to be fooled. So why weren’t we angry?

				Because the meaning we read into the cause-and-effect trajectory made just as much sense as what was actually happening. In other words, based on everything we saw, if what we expected had happened—James gets to the church and it’s empty, except for a few forlorn ribbons and couple of squashed flower petals on the floor—it would have been totally believable. The point is, while it was a surprise ending, it didn’t make fun of us for being fooled. It just showed us another way to look at what was going on. Which, of course, is exactly what your story’s goal is: to show your target audience a new way of looking at something familiar.

				Okay, so it was a clever story, but what does that have to do with buying a Jetta? The fact is, we don’t even know it’s a car commercial until it’s over. We’re so busy trying to figure out if James is going to get there in time that the last thing on our mind is, “Gee, I wonder what they’re trying to sell me.” So, how is the spot communicating its real intent: buy our car?

				First, on the surface, you could say that although the car wasn’t the protagonist (that was James), it was the hero. It shot safely around the Airstream, it took the turns well on the slick, wet pavement. It got him there in the nick of time. But there’s more than that.

				What was the moral of the story itself? Let’s break it down.

				The bride was about to marry a man who, we realize in the last few frames, didn’t take her breath away. He’s okay—tall, generically handsome. There’s nothing wrong with him, really. Clearly, he’d do. It’s just that he looks a little ordinary, bland even. Buttoned down, every close-cropped hair in place, staid. James, on the other hand, looks far more alive, far more engaged. His shirt collar is unbuttoned, his longish hair, unruly—tousled, in romance novel parlance. He’s not afraid to be vulnerable, to take a chance. After all, he could be making a massive fool of himself. But damn it, he loves her! Sigh.

				Of course, if he hadn’t been the protagonist—the guy we were rooting for—and if we weren’t already primed to believe that the bride was about to Make a Big Mistake, we might have seen the way he ran in and disrupted the wedding as the height of cavalier arrogance. What a jerk.

				Instead, we felt the opposite. We were thinking, Thank god, he saved her from marrying the wrong guy.

				Which was the point of the story, and of the ad: What you want is within reach, if you have the courage to go after it. The tagline that then pops onto the screen, telling us what the ad is for, makes that clear: “Fasten Your Seatbelts. The Jetta VR6. Drivers Wanted.”

				THE MISBELIEF: I cannot win my dream girl (okay, car). Someone else will get it. It’s out of my reach.

				THE TRUTH: My dream is within my reach—if I have the courage to go for it. Now.

				THE REALIZATION: Why let my dream car get away? I can get it (with reasonable monthly terms).

				THE TRANSFORMATION: Maybe I should test drive a Jetta.

				Looking deeper, it’s clear that the bride, too, has a misbelief, which means she could have been the protagonist—and in a way she does take action in the end. The look she gives James lets us know that, yes, she’s realized her mistake at the very last minute, when she can still do something about it. For her, this is a story about not settling for second best.

				THE MISBELIEF: Even though a standard model guy (okay, car) is not my ideal, it’ll do.

				THE TRUTH: There is so much more I should want out of a man and a car—the right one can take you to places you haven’t let yourself dream of going (and, in the case of the car, get you there safely and on time).

				THE REALIZATION: Why settle? My ideal car, just like my ideal man, does exist—and it wants me.

				THE TRANSFORMATION: Maybe I should test drive a Jetta. (I’m sure Fred will find a nice girl to settle down with, eventually.)

				What emotion did the creators embed into that ad? The thrill of going for what you really want in life and having the power to make it happen—even when one obstacle after another stands in your way. And, from the bride’s point of view, the thrill of being chosen, of being valued above all others. Yes, yes, yes, I know that for her it has echoes of the moldy, sexist notion that “someday my prince will come.” Given my beliefs, I should shun the ad, instead of watching it over and over (you know, for work). But here’s the thing: wanting to be chosen is such a primal desire that it’s universal. As embarrassing as it is to admit, the ad got me where I live—before I had time to think about the other implications. And so, even more mortifying, I didn’t. That, too, is the power of story.

			

			It’s one thing to be affected by a powerful story; it’s quite another to be able to create one. Just thinking about it is enough to make you feel a little tense. And that’s a good thing, because tension is what we’re going to talk about next.

			You Can’t Be Brave Unless You’re Afraid

			In a story, the protagonist solves the problem only by overcoming obstacles that even she isn’t really sure she’s up to. If she’s fearless, well, then there are no real odds no matter how bad things get for her, nothing internal for her to overcome, nothing for her to learn. In other words, you know how hard things have been for Hazel thus far? It’s time to make them even harder.

			Easy to say. But how? There are all sorts of objectively dramatic things that could happen. Like a meteor falls into her backyard. An alien spaceship lands on her roof. Wait, I know, a flood—an earthquake. A volcano. With hot lava and quicksand! Yeah, none of the above. Here’s the secret: the answer always lies in your story’s backyard (and no, it’s not that meteor).

			Forget big external events. The question to ask is: given the situation Hazel is in, what would she do? How would she try to solve the problem? Which really means: what would your audience do? This gives you a far smaller and way more concrete (not to mention believable) set of choices. The goal is to spitball anything and everything, regardless of how absurd. For Hazel, the list might look like this:

			
					
					Text a coworker to see if there’s any chance she can delay her presentation until the afternoon.

				

					
					See if she can do her presentation remotely, through Zoom.

				

					
					See how long it would take a Lyft to get to her.

				

					
					See if she can borrow a neighbor’s car.

				

					
					Break out that book on the power of positive thinking, to see if she can will herself to work.

				

					
					Oh, right, and then there’s the bike.

				

			

			At the moment, that last one—the bike—is the absurd option (yep, even more than willing herself there). In fact, I’m betting Hazel has totally forgotten about that bike. But our audience hasn’t. They saw it as she leapt into her car, and they innately knew it was going to be relevant. In fact, the instant her car wouldn’t start, they were probably yelling, The bike, the bike! Because as Anton Chekhov said, “One must never place a loaded rifle on the stage if it isn’t going to go off. It’s wrong to make promises you don’t mean to keep.” By showing them that bike, we made our audience a promise. We primed them to expect that it will be significant, that it will matter. Otherwise, why would we have shown it to them in the first place?

			With that in mind, let’s sift through what we’ve come up with in search of the most potent twists, so that each one believably triggers the next—meaning it’s not only physically and emotionally possible, but that it conforms to Hazel’s own brand of internal logic. And since we want our story to be as short as possible, let’s embrace that most effective of rules: the rule of threes. Why is it so powerful? Because as we know, the brain is programmed to search for patterns, and the smallest possible pattern is…three. Sheesh, even the ellipsis follows it.

			But wait, there’s more—making it easier still.

			If possible, each of our twists should raise the stakes, so that with each new development, Hazel has more to lose. This helps us pare down our list, weeding out possibilities that are basically the same. For instance, were Hazel to ask to postpone her presentation, be told no, and then ask to do it by Zoom, sure, the possibilities would be ticking down, but the stakes would remain the same. In other words, Zoom is a lateral move, and so unnecessary.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				STORY TOOL

				Each new twist should give your protagonist more to lose.

				 

			

			

			And finally, one last rule—and this one is pretty reliable because it’s how our brain is wired: we’re primed to try the easiest solution first. Which, admittedly, is usually to take a nice little nap and hope the problem is gone by the time we wake up. That is not an option open to Hazel. So, of all her options, the easiest is trying to get that Lyft. Given the insane traffic, it’s a long shot, but, hey, Lyft drivers are everywhere. It’s an easy solution, it won’t cost her a smidge of social standing or let anyone know she’s having a problem, and it’s immediate. Perfect.

			TWIST ONE: Hazel tries to schedule a Lyft, but on the screen she sees there are no cars nearby. The wait is an hour. Traffic has gotten even worse. (Which makes the notion of trying to borrow a neighbor’s car—which would have been a lateral move anyway—moot.) Strike one.

			We now have two more good choices that, as we already know, are parallel. She can text a coworker to see about rescheduling the presentation, or about switching to Zoom, so she can do it from home. Either would be okay. But I think rescheduling is better, because it means we’re still focused on Hazel having to get to work. And let’s see if we can find a way to up the stakes in the process, putting even more on the line.

			TWIST TWO: Hazel texts her coworker, testing the waters—maybe she can postpone the presentation until the afternoon? The reply is instant, Can’t. CEO’s waiting, jerk Cuthbert is on his way, slated 2 do ur presentation if ur late, hurry! Strike two.

			Notice how we got Hazel’s nemesis back into the story, really upping the stakes. Hazel pictures his smirking mug, gloating, especially if he nabs her promotion as a result, ratcheting up her determination. She has to get there first, but how?

			The rule of threes to the rescue. At that moment, she sees the bike and realizes that, however unlikely, there is another option.

			TWIST THREE: With nothing left to lose, she rips the bow off the bike, puts on the brand-new helmet hanging on the handlebars, opens the garage door, and wheels it out.

			Wait a minute. We’re forgetting something important. Up to now, chances are, each of us has had a picture of Hazel in our head as we envisioned the scenario unfolding. Hazel, who thought she was about to hop into her SUV, drive to work, and wow them with her presentation. Okay. The question now is what is she wearing? I’m betting none of us had her in leggings, a jersey, and sneakers.

			The point is, as you create your story, you’ll find moments of “uh oh!” You’ll smack your head, wailing, “I didn’t think of that. Now what?” While sometimes that “uh oh” means going back to the drawing board, if you’ve done your homework, chances are, it just means a revision.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				STORY TOOL

				Your “uh oh” moments are part of creating a great story. Sometimes they mean it’s time to go back to the drawing board; other times they just mean it’s time for revision.

			

			

			So, leaping back into what we know about our audience, part of what’s holding them back might be conformity. The norm. Doing what is expected, rather than being who they really are. Maybe we can use Hazel’s clothes to help make that point.

			I’m guessing most of us pictured Hazel in some version of a skirt and blouse, maybe even a blazer, wearing heels, her hair neatly tucked up. In other words, in don’t-rock-the-boat clothes. Maybe the reason she was stumbling to get into those heels is because she doesn’t usually wear them. Uh oh. How can she ride the bike in that outfit?

			This is often how stories evolve. On the fly. So, how can we solve this problem? What if we throw in another detail—one that shows us that her “work uniform” isn’t who she really is—a sleek, black nylon messenger bag. The one with her workout clothes inside, for when she goes to the gym after work. (Then we can go back and tweak our scenario to show that, in the past, working out was one more thing she had to fit into her already exhausting day.)

			Now when she glances at the bike, she takes a deep breath, steels herself, and pulls the barrette out of her hair, which falls free to her shoulders. Then she quickly pulls on her workout clothes (off screen, thank you very much) and rolls up her skirt and shirt, stashing them in her bag and beneath it all, this is the real Hazel. The person she’s been hiding beneath that patina of conformity. Wow!

			Hazel wheels her bike out of the garage. Since we’re free to imagine anything right now, let’s imagine that Hazel lives on a hill, so she can look down and see the traffic, snaking toward the city. She glances at a tall building in the distance—her office building—and looks unsure, doubtful. Can she get there on time? Will she be exhausted? She’s ready to give it her all because, like James, she’s determined to get there. And like James, her mode of transportation is going to save the day.

			Now the question is: Will she arrive at work exhausted or energized? I’m picturing her at first looking a little worried, holding back, but then she realizes she can zip through the cars, and off she goes.

			For a second, let’s forget about how she’ll feel when she gets to work. There’s another potent emotion buried in this story—the utter thrill of speeding past road rage–inducing, standstill traffic. What commuter wouldn’t delight in this, especially given how maddeningly powerless we feel in that kind of traffic? And then maybe, just maybe, as Hazel gets near her office she speeds past a long line of cars, where up ahead a man is leaning out of his car window, screeching—a definite case of road rage—and as she zips past, yes, it’s Cuthbert! Her nemesis. Stuck in traffic.

			And with that we’ve built a workable cause-and-effect trajectory, leading up to the moment when Hazel’s misbelief will hit the dust. But how, exactly? That’s what we’ll dive into in the next chapter.

			
				CREATING YOUR STORY

				

				First, go back over everything you know about your target audience, their misbelief, and how they see the world as it relates to your story and your call to action. This might seem unnecessary, but do it anyway. It is shockingly easy to accidentally drift back into the world of the general, which is presided over by our own belief system.

				Okay, now, given the dark and stormy night the opening of your story has tossed your protagonist into, ask yourself: What options do they see? Make a list like we did for Hazel. Nothing is too far-fetched if it’s something that, given who the protagonist is, they might consider it.

				Once you’ve got your list, see if you can pare it down, ridding yourself of options that are parallel, like Hazel’s choice of either calling a Lyft or borrowing a car. The goal is to find a series of escalating options—twists—that ultimately leave your protagonist no choice but to do the thing that, according to their misbelief, would never work. For Hazel, that was getting on the bike. When the story started, she believed that, yes, it might get her to work, but once there she’d be so exhausted that she’d never be able to give her presentation with the verve it takes to wow the powers that be and get that promotion.

				Here are three questions that can help you zero in on the most effective twists:

				
						
						Does this twist, turn, or detail move my story toward my protagonist’s realization—that is, their “aha!” moment?

					

						
						Does my protagonist have to explore, and then reject, this possible solution in order for their decision at the end to make sense?

					

						
						Does each twist have an escalating impact on the problem my protagonist is dealing with right now, making it even harder to solve?
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			THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE “AHA”

			“If you really want to escape the things that harass you, what you’re needing is not to be in a different place but to be a different person.”

			—SENECA

			

			The moment of realization is thrilling; isn’t it? Like when you realized that the cute guy in your 9th grade history class liked you back, or when you realized you were going to get the promotion over that brownnosing slacker in the next cubicle who spends all day surfing questionable websites, or when you realized that your parents really had gotten you a pony for your birthday (okay, you might have been wrong about that one).

			What makes those realizations so intoxicating isn’t just the fact that your life is about to change; it’s that you figured it out yourself. It makes you feel smart and empowers you to take action because now you know—you feel—what the right thing to do is.

			That’s exactly how your audience will feel when your protagonist’s “aha” moment shatters their misbelief, and they realize that they’ve had the power to solve the problem all along—like Dorothy realizing she’s had the ability to go home from the minute her house squished the Wicked Witch of the East.

			But the realization by itself isn’t enough. What we come for is what the protagonist realized that gave her such blinding insight.

			And as is often the case, The Wizard of Oz offers a perfect example. Dorothy spends the entire movie doing exactly what she’s told to do in order to solve her problem and get the hell outta Dodge. There are twists and turns, but she overcomes every external obstacle brilliantly, nabs the witch’s broom, and returns to the Emerald City triumphant. But that, it turns out, isn’t enough. When the bumbling wizard inadvertently heads back to Kansas alone, Dorothy is bereft. Who will help her get home now? That’s when Glinda the Good Witch wafts back into the picture and says, “You don’t need to be helped any longer. You’ve always had the power to go back to Kansas.” At which point, in my opinion, Glinda is lucky Dorothy didn’t haul off and sock her.

			“I have?” she asks.

			The Scarecrow has a more visceral reaction. “Then why didn’t you tell her before?” he demands.

			Glinda’s reply is the whole reason for this book, and for your story: “Because,” she says, “she wouldn’t have believed me. She had to learn it for herself.”

			It was not all the brave things Dorothy did that solved her problem; it was what the experience taught her that did.

			That’s why for the protagonist’s realization to be believable, your audience has to understand the internal logic behind it. What they want to know is: Why did the protagonist decide that their misbelief was wrong? What opened their eyes to the truth? That’s what we’re hungry for, because that’s the sort of inside intel we can use in our own lives. And the way we get that info, as I’m fond of saying, is by seeing the penny drop.

			It is at that very moment that your story makes its point. Your point. It’s not that there’s no place like home. It’s why.

			Everything in your story has been driving toward this moment. To be sure that it gets there, in this chapter, we’ll first explore how to activate the four main elements of an “aha” moment so that your story doesn’t go opaque at the exact moment your audience has been waiting for. Then, at last, we’ll turn our sights from the story you’re creating to your own personal story, and the steely strength of being vulnerable.

			The Anatomy of an “Aha” Moment

			This is what your audience has been anticipating and trying to figure out from the beginning. They’re primed for it. That is the beauty of story. If you’d just flat out told them the point that you’re trusting your story to make—riding a bike restores energy rather than draining it; my candidate will bring us together; my toothpaste rules—chances are they’d argue. That is, if they were paying attention. But now they’re riveted, so not only are their defenses lowered, they’re wide open. They are, dare I say it, vulnerable. Beyond vulnerable even, unguarded. And here’s the scary thing: they don’t know it. That, too, is the power of story: it flies beneath the radar directly into our belief system, provided it speaks our language.

			So, how do you bring your story home? There are four elements to an effective “aha” moment:

			
					
					It must come at the last possible minute.

				

					
					It must belong to the protagonist rather than someone else in the story.

				

					
					It must be transparent, so the audience understands the evolving logic—the inner struggle—behind it.

				

					
					It must be liberating—the protagonist is freed from the misbelief that has held them back and can now solve the problem.

				

			

			Sticking with The Wizard of Oz, let’s follow the yellow brick road and take each element one by one. First, the setup:

			What does Dorothy enter the story wanting? She wants to be treated fairly—that is, she wants justice. And so when Miss Gulch threatens to have Dorothy’s beloved dog, Toto, put down for no real reason—talk about unfair—Dorothy feels she has only one option: take Toto and flee.

			THE MISBELIEF: When things go wrong, your best option is to run away and start over somewhere else, hopefully in that place on the other side of the rainbow where troubles just melt away. (As if, right?)

			The problem is, wherever you go, there you are—meaning, like your target audience, Dorothy has brought her problem, and her belief system, right along with her. Troubles never just melt away, and ignoring them only lets them grow bigger, in the dark, unattended. The story is going to force Dorothy to test her assumption: Is running away the best option? Because in the things-go-from-bad-to-worse category, now she’s stuck in Oz, so she can’t just decide she made a mistake and slink back home. Instead, she is going to find out what her misbelief has cost her.

			While Dorothy’s external goal is to go home, her real problem is that she doesn’t believe she has the power to solve her problem, so instead of standing up for what she believes in, she runs. Not because she’s weak or lacks courage, but because that’s what, up to that moment, life has taught her the right course of action is. But on the road to the Wicked Witch’s castle in the hopes of solving her external problem, by helping her new friends muster the courage to stand up to bullies and fight for what’s fair, Dorothy discovers her own inner strength, and the antidote to that misbelief.

			THE TRUTH: Running away doesn’t solve anything, but if you’re willing to stand up for what you believe, you have a shot at changing things.

			THE REALIZATION: What I’m looking for has always been right there in my own backyard, because there’s no place like home!

			THE TRANSFORMATION: She now has the power to go home and the strength to fight for what she believes when she gets there.

			Now let’s break down that “aha” moment, element by element:

			1. The first element is the easiest, because it’s logistical: get the timing wrong and nothing else matters. The “aha” moment comes as close to the end of the story as possible, a split second before all would be irrevocably lost. That’s sure true of Dorothy, because even after she did everything she was supposed to, her ride took off without her, never to return. She’s at the genuine now-or-never moment, one so much more challenging than just swiping the witch’s broom. She’s exhausted every other possibility, upping the tension, forcing her to dig deeper than she thought possible. We’re on the edge of our seat, Oh no. How will she get home now?

			The timing of your story’s “aha” moment is even more crucial than Dorothy’s, because once your audience sees the light, you want to give them the space to savor it. If you instead dive into something new, it’s not long before, as B. B. King lamented, the thrill is gone. The point is: you don’t want anything to divert the audience’s attention from what they’ve just discovered. This is the moment when your protagonist’s realization becomes theirs, sinking into their worldview. So that they—like your protagonist—can then take action.

			Which is why…

			2. The “aha” moment always belongs to the protagonist. The protagonist is your audience’s avatar in the story; the person they’re rooting for as they viscerally experience what the protagonist is experiencing. They don’t want the protagonist to be saved by someone else. They want her to do it herself; they’ve felt her pain, and now they want to experience her moment of triumph. That’s why no one can step in and solve the problem for her—not her mom, not her boss, not even Glinda the Good Witch. But it goes even deeper…

			3. The “aha” moment must be transparent. Your protagonist’s realization is meaningless unless you reveal the logic that backs it up, because that’s what we came for: a clear view of the moment when your protagonist realizes why their misbelief was wrong and embraces the truth. It’s the moment when that brave soul realized that staying at Motel 6 was smart because it meant there would be money to buy the grandkids a toy; it was the moment when the teenage girl realized that “like a girl” was an insult because it meant boys thought they were better than girls; it was the moment Jaime Harrison realized that voters wouldn’t believe what any politician promised because not one of them had paved their old dirt road.
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				Your protagonist’s “aha” moment is meaningless unless you reveal the logic behind it.

			

			

			It’s not simply that the protagonist realized that staying at Motel 6 is good, “like a girl” is bad, and voters want to have their needs met. What matters is the “because”—it’s what lets us know what those realizations mean. In other words, the “why” behind them. It’s that realization that allows the protagonist to solve the problem, which makes it…

			4. Liberating! The “aha” moment sets your protagonist free from the misbelief that’s been holding them back from the get go. It’s incredibly empowering to realize that what they thought had power over them—whether an idea, a person, or a belief—does not, and with it comes the realization that the change they’re about to make is truer to their authentic self. And because your audience has identified with your protagonist, they feel it, too.

			The answer Dorothy was looking for was right there in her own backyard, but she couldn’t see it. To find it she, like your audience, had to be shoved out of her normal routine, her comfort zone, in order to gain the perspective necessary to see through her misbelief. Dorothy’s “aha” moment—indeed, all “aha” moments—are perfectly summarized by Proust’s keen, if paraphrased, observation that “the only true voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.”

			Which doesn’t mean that, at the beginning, the urge to completely sidestep the problem isn’t insanely tempting. That’s why we often spend way too much time searching for an easy way out, which, of course, only makes things worse.

			That’s what Hazel did. She tried to get a Lyft. It didn’t work. She still had to face the problem. She tried to postpone her presentation. It didn’t work. She still had to face the problem, which was escalating—time was running out, and worse, Cuthbert was on his way, putting even more on the line. Until she had no choice: she had to get on the damn bike. She couldn’t think about it. She couldn’t weigh options, because there were none left. There was only the bike.

			Our story will force Hazel to do something she never would have attempted on a totally normal day. And back then (meaning, yesterday), the only negative consequence of arriving at work exhausted—the fear that kept her from riding her bike to the office—would have been that she needed a quick nap at lunch. Today her entire career depends on getting to work on time, energized, alert, and on top of her game.

			But here’s the kicker: the story isn’t about whether Hazel gives a great presentation or gets that promotion. It’s about her having the courage to be who she really is inside, instead of who society expects her to be.

			What is her “aha” moment? It’s nothing short of the realization that she has the power to commandeer her destiny. Choosing not to conform might actually help her succeed, by changing her definition of what success looks like. But she has to earn that realization.

			So as we flesh out our story, adding more salient details, perhaps at first Hazel is tentative on that bike. Maybe she pulls into the flow of traffic behind a line of lumbering cars, going so slow that she might as well walk to work. Maybe, her expression says, all is lost. Hopeless, she glances to the right, and as she stares at the side of the road, it hits her: it’s narrow, but it’s wide open. Without thinking, she steers toward the shoulder, and…flies.

			Faster and faster—that’s when she sees the alley to zip through, the park to ride through, the narrow streets the cars avoid. She’s found her own path. And we see it register on her face. It’s no longer about getting to work on time. It’s about enjoying the ride, the journey—the thrill of being fully present and in the moment.

			When does the penny drop? If she doesn’t say anything—and as yet she hasn’t—how will we see that internal logic? Does she have to speak up? Do we need a voiceover so we know what she’s thinking? Nope. In our story, we’ve watched her thinking evolve through her changing facial expressions, going from fear (can I do this?) to outright exhilaration (yes, yes I can), and in her body language as she becomes one with the bike, our bike. Because, after all, we are selling the bike.

			But what she’s realizing isn’t only that the bike will get her to work on time, refreshed and raring to go, thus solving her external problem. Her deeper realization is internal. It’s that the ride has opened the door to who she really is, and she’s sailing right through it. (Geez, now I want to go out and buy a bike.)

			Which means the story might end in one of two ways:

			OPTION 1: Hazel coasts up to her office building, leaps off the bike, takes off her helmet, shakes her hair out, and strides purposefully inside.

			OPTION 2: Hazel rides toward the building and…speeds right by, because, really, that corporate job was never for her anyway, and the promotion would only have tied her to it. Cuthbert can have it; she’s off to bigger and better things.

			Notice that in neither scenario did we find out how the presentation went, or who got the promotion. Because, really, who cares? To go further would have diluted, and ultimately overridden, the feelings we want to leave our audience with: hope, possibility, and liberation.

			But which ending is better? The answer depends on the same thing that’s driven every single aspect of our story: our target audience’s worldview.

			If they’re business people whose goal is to climb the corporate ladder all the way to a C-suite, then the first ending is perfect. But if the audience is made up of people who feel too confined by their desk job and are longing for a bit of freedom, then the second option would be far more inspiring. Who knows? It might even end with Hazel tossing her messenger bag—the one with her work clothes—into a nearby dumpster as she speeds toward the horizon.

			So, do we have any loose ends? Just one. That big, saggy, unexplained bow on the bike. We can’t get rid of it, because it was there for two important reasons: first, so that she has our bike on hand to save the day; second, to let us know that she didn’t choose it, or any bike, and that she’s never ridden it, even once. But do we really need to explain who gave it to her, or why, not to mention the fight that might have ensued because she wasn’t thrilled at the gift, or the fact that she’s now realized that said gift giver might have had a point after all? The answer, happily, is no. There are small things you can leave unexplained (that is, get away with) in a story, if your audience can supply a believable reason themselves. This is one of those cases.
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				There are small things you can leave unexplained in a story if your audience can supply a believable reason themselves.

			

			

			So would Hazel’s story sell bikes to our designated target audience, those urban commuters, tired of spending hours stuck in traffic every day? I think so, but I don’t know. Not because I don’t have total faith in it. But because you never know what the future will hold, or what other people might read into it, which at the moment, none of us have even thought of. Which is something that the powers that be in South Dakota should have spent a lot more time considering before they decided on their anti-drug tagline: “Meth. We’re on it.”

			Thus it’s comforting to believe that there are other ways to persuade, convince, and inspire that are more reliable than story. Especially since story is not quantifiable the way data is, it’s not safe like math, it’s not surface like a simple declarative sentence. Story is scary because it evokes the thing we’ve been taught to be afraid of: emotion. And scary because to wield the power of story, we have to allow ourselves to poke around in the most frightening place of all: the unknown. Instead of giving someone the facts—which already exist, for heaven’s sake—we have to create a story. And to do that, we have to embrace vulnerability because creating a story, and then trusting that it will work, exposes us not only to the possibility of failure but also to the possibility that our story might expose things about us, which is even scarier.

			As Tor Myhren, former chief creative officer at Grey New York, the shop that created the E*Trade campaign, confessed, “When we first created the baby, we had no idea if it was the dumbest thing we’d ever done or if it was genius. I was terrified.” Because up until the moment it was unveiled, that talking baby absolutely could have been the dumbest thing anyone had ever done, short of searching the whole entire house for your glasses when you’re wearing them (I’m not the only one, right?). The point is, it’s easy to say something was worth the risk once you have a positive outcome. The catch is that you have to take the risk at the point when it really could blow up in your face. That’s where grit comes in. And the grit comes first.

			Grit means taking a chance with your story and standing up for what you believe in, even when it might cost you big time. Especially then. Sometimes, it can lead to success beyond your wildest dreams. Want an example?

			
				CASE STUDY: LYNDA.COM

				

				Lynda.com, according to the Harvard Business School Digital Initiative, was the catalyst for many of the digital innovations of its time. Its co-founder, Lynda Weinman, has been called the “mother of the internet.” In 2015 LinkedIn Learning bought Lynda.com for 1.5 billion dollars. But all that is in hindsight now.

				Back in 1995, Lynda was a professor at ArtCenter College of Design in Pasadena, California, teaching a subject that was utterly new: graphic web design. Her students, who were artists, not techies, were understandably intimidated by the nascent technology, which few understood at the time. Sensing that this new technology would be the key to their future, and that presenting it in a traditional way would intimidate them even more, perhaps shutting them down entirely, Lynda approached teaching computer skills differently than everyone else. She made it easy to understand by breaking it down into clear, accessible bites, avoiding high-tech lingo and taming a subject that otherwise seemed impenetrable.

				Hoping to find a textbook geared to her audience, she went to a local bookstore, but the only thing she found were manuals so dense in technical jargon it was like reading a foreign language. Filled with nothing but facts, they were written for coders and programmers, by engineers and computer scientists, people, who—like those scientists at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)—understood the significance of the facts and assumed that everyone else did, too.

				So she decided to write the book herself. Says Lynda, “I was trying to reach the audience that I taught, which was an art school audience, and I wasn’t thinking much broader than that.” That was the audience she knew inside and out, and she knew what she was good at: humanizing technical info, making it accessible to people who don’t already live and breathe it. That was the benefit she offered. It was also her passion, it was what she lived and breathed—an expression of her most authentic self.

				The book she wrote was absolutely nothing like the technical manuals already available. “I wanted to write in a really friendly way,” she said, “in the first person, and to tell stories of my students, and just sort of be the kind of friendly teacher that I had created my success upon.”

				She sold the book, even convincing the publisher, who up until then had published nothing but ultra-technical books in drab black and white, to use color graphics throughout, even though it would significantly raise the book’s price. It seemed like a perfect fit. “So I sent off my manuscript,” says Lynda. “It took three or four months before I got a phone call, ‘Oh we’ve edited your manuscript. We’re going to send it to you; please review it and read it for errors.’ They sent it, I started reading it, and I saw that they had taken it out of first person, and they had made it more formal, like their other books. They had completely stripped the soul out of it. It was unrecognizable as my work, and I just started crying as I was reading it.”

				The publisher, who clearly knew nothing about the book’s target audience, had rewritten it so it followed their party line. They did what felt safe to them, thus telling a story that only they could hear.

				Lynda had a choice to make. They were the publisher. They had the power to bring her book to market. She did not.

				Heartbroken, she called a writer friend, who told her that there was probably a clause in her contract saying that if the publisher rejected her manuscript and she returned the advance she’d been given, she could get the rights back. She reread her contract, and, sure enough, the clause was there.

				But to exercise it felt like failure. Lynda was not famous, she had no audience beyond the hundred or so students she taught each year at ArtCenter College of Design. She was completely vulnerable. She agonized over the weekend, and then, she says, “On Monday morning, I summoned all my courage, and I called and I said ‘I consider this a rejection of my work. I won’t put my name to it, I’m devastated by what you’ve done, I’ve been in tears all weekend, and I’d like to just let you know that I’m going to exercise that clause.’ ”

				At that moment, all was lost. Except her belief in her story, her belief in what her audience needed, and her belief in the benefit she could bestow. She’d done the research. She knew.

				The story could have ended right here. As far as she knew, it very well might have. And that’s the point. It was incredibly hard to take the kind of risk she did. It can be excruciating to stand up for what you believe in your heart is right. It takes grit.

				Lynda’s liaison at the publishing company came through. He told her that he’d tried to explain to his department that this was a different kind of book, and that they needed to handle it differently. They hadn’t listened. Because change is hard. The editorial staff saw something that was different than what they were used to, and instead of embracing the difference, or even seeing the value in it, they assumed it was a mistake and remade it in their image. When, ironically, the whole point was that the type of book they’d published up to then would not work for this new audience.

				Lynda’s liaison assured her that they’d put the manuscript back into her voice. They did, and the book, Designing Web Graphics, was published in 1996 in the format in which she’d submitted it. It took a little while to catch on. It was six months before the publisher realized that it had sold out everywhere, and that people were asking for it. To the world, however, it was an overnight sensation. Says Fast Company, “Considered by many to be the first industry book of its kind, Designing Web Graphics was instantly popular—used as a reference by readers around the world looking for a nontechnical guide to web design.”

				Ultimately it sold over a million copies and was translated into more than twelve languages, making it one of the most successful books in the company’s history. It catapulted Lynda’s career, and her teaching methods, into national recognition. She went from influencing, as she put it, maybe a hundred students a year, to millions.

				Lynda was the protagonist in her own story, just as you will be in yours. It’s not surprising that her “aha” moment follows the template we’ve just laid out. Why? Because story—and all the elements of story—is a mirror of human psychology, an X-ray of how we make decisions, a visceral portrait of life itself.

				Lynda’s “aha” moment breaks down accordingly:

				
						
						It came at a crucial now-or-never moment, spurred by a problem she had no choice but to deal with.

					

						
						It forced her—and her alone—to take action in order to solve the problem.

					

						
						She realized that because her publisher had changed her manuscript so fundamentally, it no longer spoke her target audience’s language. What’s more, they’d flattened her voice, just as those 60 Minutes producers wanted to flatten Oprah’s. They’d stripped it of what made it compelling: a passion for the human side of teaching, rife with the joy of actually reaching people, rather than simply giving them raw data. And due to that realization, Lynda made the hard call.

					

						
						It was liberating, because it gave her back the power they’d taken from her, and it put her in control of her own message. But that didn’t make it easy. Nothing worth doing ever is.

					

				

				And therein lies the irony: Having the grit to allow yourself to stand up for what you believe in—which makes you feel vulnerable—is also what gives you power. Lynda knew what her audience wanted. And she was willing to bank on the fact that she’d given it to them. Her story reveals the power of trusting yourself before there is any proof that it will turn out okay in the end. Because, in truth, it might not.

				And if the publisher had given her the rights to her book back, what then? Knowing Lynda, she would have found another way to get it to her audience.

				And, should you find yourself in a similar position, so will you.

			

			
				CREATING YOUR STORY

				

				To make sure your protagonist’s “aha” moment is powerful enough to inspire your audience to action, these four conditions must be met:

				
						
						TIMING. The “aha” moment must come at the very last second, and not a moment sooner. It happens in the split second before all would be irrevocably lost.

						ASK YOURSELF: Did I put my protagonist’s feet to the fire? Is the protagonist really one second away from failure before realizing how to solve the problem?

						

						
						AGENCY. The protagonist must be the one who saves the day.

						ASK YOURSELF: Does my protagonist do all the heavy lifting?

						

						
						TRANSPARENCY. The audience needs to see the why behind the protagonist’s sudden change of heart. That is, they need to see the penny drop—it’s not just that the protagonist now sees things differently; it’s why.

						ASK YOURSELF: Is my protagonist’s “aha” moment transparent? Does the audience understand the reasoning behind the sudden realization?

						

						
						LIBERATION! The “aha” moment is what sets the protagonist free from the misbelief that has been holding them back all along.

						ASK YOURSELF: Does this realization allow the protagonist to be more true to him/her/themself, more authentic?
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			AN “AHA” MOMENT OF YOUR OWN

			“Ninety percent of leadership is the ability to communicate something people want.”

			—DIANNE FEINSTEIN, US SENATOR

			

			As a kid, I loved watching Rocky and Bullwinkle, and there was one running gag that stuck with me. Just as Rocky is about to introduce a new cartoon, Bullwinkle stops him, “Hey, Rocky, watch me pull a rabbit out of my hat!”

			“Again?” Rocky asks, exasperated, knowing damn well he doesn’t have a choice. Bullwinkle dramatically rips off the sleeve of his tux, “Nothing up my sleeve,” he says, then, wiggling his fingers over a top hat, yells “Presto!” And proceeds to pull out a very angry rhino. Quickly shoving it back inside he says, “Ohhh, don’t know my own strength!”

			Same with the power of story. Now that you know how to wield it, yes, revel in your prowess but never forget how incredibly potent and far reaching it is. Because as Peter Parker (not Voltaire) pointed out, with great power comes great responsibility.

			Since story evolved specifically to help us make sense of the world, the very elements that draw us into a story—embedding that story’s reality into our own—make it maddeningly easy for falsehoods to catch fire.

			We have a predilection for going after the bright shiny thing that’s caught our attention. And because falsehoods tend to be more novel than the truth—Martians have landed in New Jersey (War of the Worlds, 1938); Hillary Clinton is running a pedophilia ring out of a DC pizzeria (Pizzagate, 2016)—they get way more attention than the boring old truth. Not because we’re fickle, gullible, or easily distracted, but because when we evolved, our survival system was set on high alert. Back then, anything out of the ordinary really might have heralded imminent danger, so the stranger it was, the more primed we were to notice it. And not only to notice it—the better to make informed decisions about what to do next—but also to pass it on eagerly. After all, possessing such valuable inside info gives us a nifty boost in social status.

			We passed it on through, yep, story. Because from then to now, story is the one tool we have to make sense of all incoming info.

			That’s why it’s never been more imperative that we understand how story works, not only so that we can persuade and convince, but so that we can be aware of when story is being used to convince us of something that, if we thought about it, we’d run from. Because it’s quite easy to use story to hack our brain’s hardwiring and manipulate us into believing things that are false, causing us to fight against the truth as though our lives depended on it. As I write this, that dynamic is at the heart of the polarized times we find ourselves in.

			The cost of our original neural wiring—the wiring that enabled us to band together in small tribes—is that it also renders us less likely to imagine, and so empathize with, what other tribes believe. Spend any time on Twitter, and you’ll see people trying to persuade the other side using facts that they think are convincing. In many cases, we don’t even want to convince or be convinced; we just want to be supported by people who already agree (full disclosure: definitely guilty). Preaching to the choir is indeed comforting, but it can also make it difficult to find consensus, compromise, and compassion, not to mention fresh insights we can use in our own lives.

			So are stories dangerous? They can be, absolutely.

			Does that mean that after all this, we should eschew them and turn back to good old facts? Nope, it’s not even an option. Because no matter how much info, how much data, how many facts are thrown at us, our brain is still going to translate them into story to figure out what they mean, and if we should care.

			That means those who don’t learn how to harness story will fall victim to it. They’ll cede their power to others—in more ways than one. But in this book, you’ve learned that the secret to telling a persuasive story is understanding your audience. You know how to do that now, and that’s your greatest power.
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				Those who don’t learn to harness story will fall victim to it.

				 

			

			

			That power means you have the ability to do something insanely hard and incredibly potent—step out of your own shoes and into those of your audience. You can see the world through their eyes. And so rather than inadvertently judging them from your point of view (a default setting we all have), you can understand them from theirs. That doesn’t just help when creating a story, it allows you to both identify—and genuinely empathize with—why everyone in your life does what they do. Including yourself.

			And that brings us to emotion. For me, the most important point in this book, the most liberating truth of all, is that emotion is not to be feared, overcome, or shoved aside. Emotion is who we are, and it’s to be embraced—because it’s embracing us, every minute of every day. Everything we believe, know, and understand is encoded in emotion. It drives every decision and every change we make.

			That’s where story comes in. Because as we know, in order to convince anyone of anything, the question is not simply what emotion they are feeling, it’s why. And the why is learned either through experience or, vicariously, through story.

			Whether purposefully or not, stories change us every day, whether we’re aware of it or not. Often, we’re not.

			But some stories are nothing but fluff, right? You know, mindless entertainment. Take action movies like Delta Force, or frivolous comedies like Ghostbusters, or (delightful) romantic flicks like Dirty Dancing. They’re fun, sure, but they could never have a significant consequence out here in the real world. Like, say, helping a nation topple a ruthless dictator. Could they?

			In the 1980s, Romania’s secret police didn’t think so.

			It does sound absurd to think that Hollywood blockbusters could have played a role in the fall of what was believed to be the most rigidly Stalinist regime in the Soviet bloc, the 1989 Romanian Revolution that ousted Nicolae Ceaușescu’s.

			If you’re as history-challenged as I am (which, I admit, would be difficult), here’s a bit of helpful background by Jonathan Crow writing in Open Culture: “Nicolae Ceaușescu’s regime was notoriously brutal and oppressive, even by Warsaw Pact standards. In his mad efforts to eradicate all foreign debt, he impoverished his people while building a massive, opulent palace for himself in the heart of Bucharest. He shut down all radio stations outside of the capital and restricted all television broadcasts to a mere two hours a day. And what was programmed was, by all accounts, pretty dull unless you’re a fan of Communist propaganda.”

			And so people’s hunger for stories grew.

			Until, against all odds, one man, Teodor Zamfir, began to smuggle American movies into the country and hired a woman to translate them in a secret soundproof room hidden in his house. Her name was Irina Nistor.

			Zamfir then made bootleg VHS copies and distributed the films via a covert drug dealer–style network to those who had VCRs—machines that were illegal and cost as much as a car. By 1989, Nistor had singlehandedly translated more than 3,000 movies; by one estimate there were 10,000 VCRs in Romania.

			Whole families, neighborhoods, crowded around grainy black-and-white TV sets from dusk till dawn watching Rocky and Rambo and The Thorn Birds and Delta Force and The Karate Kid over and over.

			Here are some of them talking about how those films affected them: “It was a window into the West from which I could see what the free world was like.”

			“After the film ended, the street wasn’t just a street, a rock not just a rock, they were challenges…we started to want to be heroes.”

			“The seeds of freedom planted by the films grew.”

			The films didn’t make an intellectual argument, or tell them about life in the West. The films didn’t give facts, figures, or data. The films gave them the specific, vicarious experience of what freedom felt like. They touched everyone.

			Because here’s the thing. The secret police knew what Zamfir was doing. They watched the films themselves. Irina’s day job was translating for the government, and every evening when she left work, the secret police officer assigned to their department followed her into the elevator and said under his breath, “I heard you last night.”

			The secret police, the members of the Central Committee, were just as enthralled as everyone else. Zamfir even claims to have supplied videotapes to Ceaușescu’s son.

			While the regime officially censored just about everything for ideological reasons, it never seemed to occur to them that, uncensored, the films had the power to spark real change in the people who watched them—change that would lead to action. Big mistake.

			Zamfir says, “During a dictatorship which had controlled everything, they lost control of something that seemed insignificant, the videotape. The videotapes set the whole communist system off balance…During the 1989 revolution, everybody was in the streets because they all knew there was a better life out there. How? From films.”

			As Nistor so eloquently noted, “People need stories, no?”

			We do. All of us. Stories aren’t merely for entertainment. Stories are entertaining so that we’ll pay attention to them. It’s not a choice. When a story has us under its spell, it’s hacked our brain, whether we’re aware of it or not. When the story ends, we emerge changed. And then we go out, and we change the world.

			That is the power you now possess. Use it wisely.
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