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FOREWORD

foreword

StorySelling™ is such a cool word.

I wish I’d thought of it. Trademarked it. 

It gripes me that Nanton and Dicks now “own” it, and I do not. 

Every life is a story. Every person has been immersed in story, 
being told stories, being sold to with stories, and telling stories, 
their entire lives. The ‘human interest story’ made the magazine 
industry; now it has filled the TV airwaves with “reality shows” 
and their true-life stories of pawnshop owners and tow truck op-
erators and alligator farmers and tattoo artists. Advertising has 
been dominated by ‘slice of life’ stories and by testimonials (1st-
person stories) for my entire life, at least tripled. Anyone pro-
nouncing this approach to advertising obsolete is blind, deaf and 
definitely dumb. 

The fact is: stories are more persuasive than facts or logic, 
information or education, even personal observation. All re-
ligions have been and are sold by story. Hordes of 30, 40, even 
50 year old women who never before thought once of going to 
an adult boutique (sex shop) in search of furry handcuffs and 
riding crops were driven there by a fictional story, Fifty Shades 
of Gray.  Each person who has campaigned successfully for the 
U.S. presidency has brought forward a compelling and inspiring 
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personal narrative. Disney World is a marketing and moneymak-
ing marvel greater than any other, because it immerses its guests 
into one story after another.

Facts are instantly suspect. Doubted. Challenged. Everyone knows 
statistics lie. A picture is no longer worth 1,000 words, because 
we all know how easily they are doctored, photo-shopped. But a 
compelling story fascinates. It circumvents skepticism shields. It 
makes people feel. Imagine. Identify with. Want to know more. 

More people know fiction than fact. Fewer than 10% of Amer-
icans can name a single Supreme Court Justice, but everybody 
knows robin Hood and the story of robin Hood. Mickey Mouse 
is the most recognized ‘person’ in the world. Most investors know 
“the story of Warren Buffet” as he has gone to great pains to pro-
mulgate – but I have studied the facts of Buffet, and can usually 
surprise investors who think they know about Buffett with three 
statements of fact. Ask people to name a detective. Nobody can 
name a real one. Everybody can name Sherlock Holmes. Huge 
numbers of people send letters every year to Sherlock Holmes 
in London, England, asking for his help with everything from 
a lost, beloved pet to a conviction that people around them are 
plotting their murder. I was at the Sherlock Holmes Museum in 
London, essentially a clever gift shop, and overheard one tourist 
telling another, “Well, this is interesting, but I was hoping we’d 
see where he really lives.”

Against all this, in foolish opposition to all this, most business-
people and salespeople still insist on focusing on products and 
services, features and benefits, facts and figures, and worst of 
all, price – then they wonder why they get commoditized, why 
customers are hard to interest then fickle and hard to keep. 

This is the consistent failure of advertising and marketing. 

The whole world – everyone’s prospects – are climbing up onto 
laps and begging, “Tell me a story.”  NOT “sell me something.”  
NOT “educate and inform me.”  
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Pay attention to Campbell’s Soup, one of the most enduring, 
valuable brands. Soup is a dull and boring product. Campbell’s 
thrives by StorySelling™. Through the stories they show and 
tell of family life and good parenting and healthy, happy, ap-
preciative kids, they are able to attach deep emotional meanings 
to a mundane commodity. And that is their only real equity. It’s 
not in soup recipes. It’s not in distribution – the soup aisle has 
other brands. Other soups at cheaper prices, too. And, of course, 
other soup does get sold. But over generations, no competitor 
has weakened Campbell’s dominance – because no other soup 
company has so interwoven itself with the story of the American 
family. Thus, if you play “name the first thing that comes into 
your mind” with “soup”, Campbell’s is the only brand named. 
(A generic ‘chicken soup’ is said by most – because, by the way, 
there’s a story attached to chicken soup. Campbell’s is the 2nd 
most given response.)

If you think this doesn’t apply to you, because your business is 
different, your customers are different, etc., you are dead wrong, 
and this fine book will hopefully convince you otherwise.

Although I never used the term ‘StorySelling™’, I have spent my 
entire life selling by story, for myself and clients, via every media, 
to every kind of customer – in TV infomercials; in long-form print 
ads aimed at sophisticated audiences (such as readers of Investor’s 
Business Daily) and arguably unsophisticated audiences (such as 
readers of rural newspapers); in direct-mail, B2C and B2B; in 
selling items priced at $10 and at $100,000.00; in marketing the 
services of upscale financial advisors to affluent retirees, business 
programs to dentists, acne remedy to teens and their moms, ex-
pense reduction consulting to corporate CEO’s, and moneymak-
ing opportunities to blue-collar, blue-jeans workin’ folk.  I am a 
wealthy man because of the power of story, and as one of the 
highest paid direct response copywriters in the world, I make a lot 
of other people wealthy by telling their stories for them.

i can unequivocally assure you, these authors, Nick Nanton 
and Jack Dicks, are masters of the art, science and process 

FOREWORD



1414

StorySelling

of identifying, crafting and presenting stories for strategic 
purposes – selling, fundraising, motivating, inspiring, chang-
ing minds, attracting followings. I know their work personal-
ly. I have brought them into client situations, elite mastermind 
meetings. recommended them. Directly provided them with 
hundreds of thousands of dollars in business. Their book is rich 
with examples, authoritative research, direct ‘case history’ expe-
rience. It gives you practical blueprints, nearly templates. Most 
importantly, it proves its case beyond shadow of doubt: you 
should be StorySelling™. 

I’ll mention one important thing – there are many, but I’ll men-
tion one – to look for and gain from this book. It is one thing to 
identify your story that best represents you and to be able to tell 
it well. It is another, more significant thing to have your custom-
ers and others in your marketplace know that story so well they 
could tell it. It is yet another, even more significant thing to actu-
ally have your customers and others in your marketplace telling 
your story for you, about you, in introducing others to you. In 
other words, there are different levels of StorySelling™. This 
book can carry you through the first to the second, and through 
the second to the third.

I have only one severe criticism of this book. It’s actually giv-
ing away too much of the store for the price of a book. They 
shouldn’t have.

Dan S. Kennedy

Author, No B.S. Trust-Based Marketing and 18 other business books (www.
NoBSBooks.com), marketing strategy consultant, direct-response copywrit-
er, and editor, No B.S. Marketing Letter (www.DanKennedy.com)
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PrefACe  
JACOB’S TURN

you’re sitting in an airport terminal, waiting for your next flight. 
you travel a lot, so layovers become a fact of life. To make mat-
ters worse, the terminal is crowded. Not a lot of space. That 
means when you sit down, you don’t get to keep an empty seat 
between you and the next guy - nope, you have to sit right down 
next to him. 

Not that it’s that big a deal. He seems nice enough. In this par-
ticular case, he has his laptop open – and you happen to glance 
over at the screen. And you notice a picture of a boy, about four 
or five, in a baseball uniform.  you smile and you can’t help 
yourself. you turn to the guy and you say, “Cute kid.”

Those two words end up transforming your life and your busi-
ness.

It was April of 2009 at Midway Airport in Chicago; Nick was 
the one who happened to see the boy’s photo. As mentioned, of 
the two of us, he travels the most and ends up spending more 
time in terminals than Tom Hanks did in that movie - you know, 
the movie where he lived in a terminal. 
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The guy with the laptop? His name turned out to be Jim Titus 
– and the picture on his display was of his four year-old son, 
Jacob Titus. His response to Nick’s compliment was, “He’s an 
amazing blessing to us.” He also added that his son had Down 
Syndrome.

The conversation continued. Jim told Nick that he worked for 
UPS; Nick told Jim about our Celebrity Branding Agency and 
how we managed clients all across the country and helped them 
achieve high-profile status. He also mentioned his experience in 
entertainment, producing award-winning albums and television 
shows.

Jim may have lived in Indiana, as far away from the entertain-
ment industry as you can imagine, but he was still very inter-
ested in Nick’s background - for a very specific reason. Because 
of his son’s condition, Jim’s family was very involved with the 
Down Syndrome Support Association of Southern Indiana. The 
organization was going to hold a silent auction during its annual 
Buddy Walk event – and Jim wondered if Nick had any “celeb-
rity items” he could contribute.  Nick agreed to look into it and 
they exchanged email addresses. A few weeks later, Nick sent 
Jim a couple of CDs autographed by country music stars rascal 
Flatts and Bucky Covington for the auction, and that was that.

Except it wasn’t.

Four months later, Jim emailed Nick an article his wife had writ-
ten about their son which was entitled, “Jacob’s Turn.” It was 
a beautifully written article about Jacob’s experience playing 
T-ball that year (which is why Jacob was wearing the baseball 
uniform in the photo) and it moved both of us to tears. Here are 
a few excerpts from her story:

__________________________

When I signed my kids up this year [for baseball,] I was un-
sure of how it would go. Not for my daughter Lauren, 10 or my 
older son Matthew, 8, but for my youngest. I didn’t know how the 
coaches would feel about having him on their team. I wondered 
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how the parents of the other children would react and then there 
were the kids. What I did know is that my kid loved to play ball 
and he would get his chance. My youngest son loves to bat, loves 
to run, loves to play catcher. Jacob also happens to have Down 
syndrome.”

His coach’s name was Eric Sprigler. The first time he met Ja-
cob he smiled, shook his hand, and asked if he was ready to 
play some ball. Jacob assured him he was and so, just like that, 
it started. The team had two assistant coaches Brian Hooper 
and Kevin Reed. All three of these men were patient and kind. 
They seemed genuinely proud of what Jacob could do and how 
much he improved. As there should be in t-ball, there were lots of 
high fives and people saying “Good job!” and “Nice try!” There 
were also more smiles than I could ever count…. 

But still, how I worried and watched. Watched and worried. 
What were the other parents thinking? Were they saying he didn’t 
belong? I didn’t have to wonder for long… When Jacob was at 
bat he had an amazing cheering section. It seemed to include 
everyone watching the game. Jacob would make it to first, every-
one would cheer and he would take a couple of bows. The first 
base coach told me he was saying, “Thank you, thank you” as 
he bowed. Several parents from our team and from other teams 
would take pictures of Jacob for us and send them to us.

As a parent, you put your children out there. You pray that people 
will be kind to them. You want them to accept them and you want 
them to belong. You sometimes dare to hope that someone might 
even notice what a great kid you have and appreciate him for 
who he is. It was a beautiful season. Jacob and his family were 
given a time we will always remember. It wasn’t a time that was 
centered around doctor visits or therapies or special teachers. It 
was time for Jacob to just be a kid, like everyone else, swinging 
for the fence. His dad and I want to express our appreciation to 
the coaches, parents, players, umpires and the community. We 
live in such a great place and if “Baseball is life,” then Jacob 
will be just fine.
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Jacob’s story was amazing – his skills developed over the season 
and his team almost won the championship; the season ended 
with the coaches giving Jacob a ball autographed by the local 
minor league baseball team, The Louisville Bats, as a special 
prize for his hard work and dedication.

We both felt Jacob’s story was important – and we wondered 
how we could help the story go viral to somehow benefit the 
Down Syndrome Support Association. We finally brainstormed 
the perfect answer. That answer? Tell the story in movie form – a 
film that could be placed online and potentially reach millions 
of people.

Movies are, of course, an expensive proposition – but, luckily, 
we also had access to a circle of expert marketers and entrepre-
neurs who would probably be willing to help. 

So, we created Marketers for Good (now known as 
Entrepreneurs international Foundation), a non-profit 
organization whose initial project would be the short film, 
“Jacob’s Turn.” With financial backing from all our new 
“executive producers,” Nick flew into the Titus’ home town of 
Floyds Knobs, Indiana in May of 2010 with a film crew – and, 
with the community’s help, they recreated Jacob’s magical first 
season playing on a baseball field.  

Through interviews with Jacob’s family, his coaches, his team-
mates and other townspeople – and some beautiful cinematog-
raphy provided by our crew – Jacob’s story was fully realized in 
a seven-minute short film that we posted online and that quickly 
did, in fact, go viral; it ended up spurring donations to help pay 
for some of Jacob’s special therapies and classes, and to top it all 
off, the film was even honored with an Emmy award.

But none of this would have happened if it hadn’t been such a 
strong and moving story to begin with. When viewers watched 
this film, they connected with Jacob and his family in such a deep 



1919

PREFACE – JACOB’S TURN

emotional way that they frankly felt compelled to donate money. 

Bringing to life this very personal story made such a huge differ-
ence that we were shocked. We already knew that stories made a 
big difference to “moving the needle” through our own personal 
experiences – but “Jacob’s Turn” took things to a whole new level.

So we talked about why a story like this made such a difference. 
It led to more far-ranging discussions about how powerful nar-
ratives made a huge impact in other crucial sociological areas, 
such as religion. For example, what is the life of Jesus routinely 
called? “The Greatest Story Ever Told.” Almost all faiths have 
a bedrock personal story that inspires its followers – the Mor-
mons with Joseph Smith, Islam with Muhammad, Protestants 
with Martin Luther, even Buddhism with…well, Buddha.  

Then there’s politics, where a story can either sink or save a 
candidate. In 2012, Mitt romney’s perceived “story” as the rich 
out-of-touch guy definitely put a damper on his campaign at 
first. Barack Obama’s “hope and change” narrative, in contrast, 
connected big time with voters in 2008, vaulting him in the pri-
mary race past the presumed front-runner, Hillary Clinton.

In both cases, and in almost all political races, whatever story 
sticks to a candidate usually determines his or her fate – more 
so than the facts or actual policy points. That point is reflected 
in a 2012 article posted on the Pew research Center’s website, 
Journalism.org, “The Master Character Narratives in Cam-
paign 2012”:
“…election reporting is heavily influenced by a handful of 
master narratives, or what some scholars have called “meta-
narratives,” about the candidates. While every campaign is an 
ongoing story, the theory argues that journalists’ choice of facts 
and incidents is influenced by certain perceived character traits 
or themes about the candidates. And one concern about these 
master narratives is that they become self-perpetuating. Facts 
and anecdotes that illustrate ongoing storylines become magni-
fied, critics worry, and events that do not fit with those running 
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storylines get overlooked.”

In other words, a story is not necessarily created from the facts – 
more often, facts are bent to fit the story. This again reflects the 
incredible power of story-telling.

This, of course, prompted even more questions: 

• Why were stories so effective in persuading people?

• Was there a reason fiction could actually triumph over fact?

• How could stories be put to work for our clients?

•  What kinds of stories were most effective for businesses  
and entrepreneurs?

• How could those stories best be told?

The answers to those questions caused us to rethink our business 
models and, ultimately, to write this book. Frankly, we couldn’t 
believe what our research uncovered. All of this information is, 
of course, available through various sources, but we wanted to 
bring it all together for the first time.

read on to discover the secrets behind what we call 
“StorySelling™.” We can pretty much guarantee a happy ending.
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A few years ago, we wrote the best-selling book, “Celebrity 
Branding you,” which detailed the system we developed to help 
our clients become the “Go-To Experts” in their particular fields, 
through what we saw as a revolutionary series of steps that both 
established credibility and visibility in powerful and long-lasting 
ways.

Our personality-driven methodology proved to be more success-
ful than we imagined. By creating our own online and offline 
media outlets, which included TV shows, newspapers, online 
content, magazines and books, we were able to guarantee our 
clients massive media exposure that they would have otherwise 
been unable to attain – because the traditional media “gatekeep-
ers” would have kept them locked out, despite the fact that they 
had a lot of valuable expertise and information to share with the 
public.

So - we felt pretty good about what we had accomplished. We 
had gotten some real substantial entrepreneurs and industry 
leaders in entertainment, finance, personal development, health 
and fitness, real estate and law, among other fields, the kind of 
credibility usually reserved for the media elite. Their profession-
al profiles and revenues had both risen as a result. We had also 
created and now had at our disposal numerous offline and online 

INTRODUCTION 
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media channels to ensure our deserving clients would be able to 
reach their desired target audiences.

Still…something was missing from the equation. And, as time 
went by, we began to realize we had done things slightly back-
wards. We were using a “reverse-dessert” recipe. By that, we 
mean that we had completely bypassed the cake and, instead, 
first made the icing. Now, don’t get us wrong, people loved that 
icing – it was definitely sweet – but it needed something stronger 
underneath to hold onto. We discovered what should go into that 
“cake” almost by accident. 

Here’s how: When we were first starting out, it was important 
when we did a “live” talk in front of a crowd, that we introduce 
ourselves. Of the two of us, Nick was the one who did the most 
traveling and did the most talks. He made sure to always begin 
his presentation by sharing his own personal story – about how 
he started in the music business, producing albums and working 
with top recording artists. His exposure to that level of creativity 
and media exposure made him want to apply those concepts to 
the business world as well (something we obviously followed 
through on by creating our “Celebrity Branding” methodology).

Well, after a while, Nick didn’t think he needed to tell that story 
over and over again; he thought it didn’t add anything and he 
dropped it. However, he began to notice that people were not 
as responsive to his overall talks. He wasn’t getting as many 
audience members coming up to talk to him afterwards as he 
had before – and, ultimately, not getting as much business. He 
finally put his finger on what might have caused the drop-off in 
interest - and decided to put his personal “mini-bio” back in his 
talks. The reaction immediately improved.

It was our first inkling that, when it came to branding, a client’s 
story was as important as a client’s expertise.  The more we tried 
it out, the more we saw that this was indeed the case; when we 
told the right story, audiences (and customers) were much more 
receptive and much more eager to “buy” us. Demonstrating 
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knowledge and capability were great, but not enough to really 
“seal the deal”; an effective story, however, caused a deeper and 
more meaningful bond to occur. As we began to look at it even 
closer, we realized that at the end of the day, your story is your 
brand. Or to put it another way, branding is simply storytelling, 
and any form of media is just a medium to tell that story. Simple, 
but as we soon found out, very profound. 

We saw that we needed to get our recipe in the right order: Cre-
ate our “cake” (the story) first and then add the “icing” (the rest 
of our systems to establish credibility and visibility).  The im-
pact would be twice as powerful - which was more than a little 
exciting, considering how well we were already doing with our 
current methods. 

We came to call this new concept, “StorySelling™” – and it’s 
now the cornerstone of our approach, simply because it is so 
effective. And once we looked into why stories were so effec-
tive, we were completely blown away. So blown away that we 
decided this book needed to be written.

Inside these pages, we’re going to reveal the secrets behind Sto-
ry-Selling, the scientific and sociological reasons stories work, 
and some detailed case studies of how we’ve used the concept 
to great success at our agency. We’re also going to explain why 
StorySelling™ is critical to any branding effort – and why your 
business efforts must include telling the right tantalizing tale in 
order to attract a devoted following.

Bottom line: We’re about to tell you a story about stories – and 
we guarantee you’ll be sitting on the edge of your seat through-
out it. 





ACT i

the Power of  
storyselling™

How It Works

“Stories are how we think. They are how we make 
meaning of life…Stories are how we explain how 

things work, how we make decisions, how we 
justify our decisions, how we persuade others, how 
we understand our place in the world, create our 
identities, and define and teach social values.”

~  Dr. Pamela rutledge,  
Director, Media Psychology  
Research Center





2727

CHAPTER 1

storyselling™  
In The Beginning  

So, one day, Gronk was headed back home after a particularly 
good hunt. As he dragged a dead bison behind him, he whistled 
a happy tune, not realizing it was a few notes away from being 
the future theme of “Wheel of Fortune.” The family would be 
happy with the dinner he was bringing back. yep, 15,324 B.C. 
was shaping up to be a great year.  

As he entered his cave, he left the bison out front for the women 
to clean and cook. He took off his hunting fur and put on his 
evening fur, then laid down on the dirt for a little relaxation; he 
needed to unwind with some entertainment. Then he remem-
bered TV hadn’t been invented yet, there wasn’t even radio, nor 
would there be a New York Times crossword puzzle to solve for 
about 16,000 years or so. The Nintendo system he built out of 
rocks also wasn’t a whole gang of fun either. 

So…Gronk stared at the drab, dark cave wall by his head and 
sighed. A bunch of kids ran up to him and grunted at him inquisi-
tively, pointing at the dead bison, whose festive aroma was at-
tracting attention. Gronk knew they wanted to know how he had 
managed to kill the creature, but he was beat and way too tired to 

STORySEllINg – IN ThE BEgINNINg  
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try to invent a language to tell them how. Still…they kept right 
on grunting at him. 

Gronk rolled his eyes and got to his feet. He tried to act out the 
hunt. But he wasn’t a gifted physical performer. And the kids 
were now grunting more and more impatiently. He finally spot-
ted a familiar stone on the ground by his foot. He was screwing 
around the other night and had scraped it across the wall – and it 
left a mark behind it. 

Huh. Gronk wondered if he could make a whole bunch of marks 
on the wall. Maybe he could even make the marks look like the 
bison…? He picked up the stone and started scraping it on the 
wall. The kids’ grunts were now very confused. They watched 
spellbound as Gronk found his inner artist and sketched out a 
crude bison – well, if you squinted the right way, it looked like 
a bison anyway. Then Gronk sketched out himself spearing the 
bison from behind. 

The kids grunted excitedly. This was a show they would never 
forget.

In the coming days, everyone from caves all around town began 
to stop by Gronk’s pad to see his growing gallery of bison kills. 
In the meantime, Gronk had discovered other colored stones that 
he added to his “palette.” His drawings became more sophisti-
cated. His last bison kill picture had gotten “Four Bones” from 
the local critic.

Then finally, he made the big breakthrough. He wanted to show 
the steps to a bison kill, but he couldn’t do it in just one pic-
ture. So he drew a series of pictures depicting the beginning, the 
middle and the end of the hunting strategy. Gronk had just made 
his historical mark as the inventor of the story.  

Too bad a rhino ran him off a cliff the next day.

Okay, so we can’t be sure that’s the way the first story came 
out – or that a caveman named Gronk was the brains behind it – 
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but, historically, the first physical evidence of storytelling comes 
from drawings like the ones just described that were found in 
caves in southwestern France; the carbon dating does indeed age 
them at roughly 17,000 years old.

But, just because we had a little fun with our cave drawing nar-
rative, the basic concept is pretty hard to argue with; the first 
stories were simply a matter of necessity. They were the easiest 
way to explain events that had happened.  Man is a time-based 
creature; we understand things as they happen in a sequence be-
cause that’s how we experience life. 

A story simply replicates that life experience. To boil a story 
down to the essentials: This happened, then that happened, and 
then, because of those things…a final thing happened. If that 
sounds simple, it’s because it is – and that simplicity is what 
has given stories their power right from the opening chapter of  
human history.  

froM the CAve to the CoMPuter 

As we noted, cave drawings were the first way we came up with 
to tell a story. Those later evolved in hieroglyphics in ancient 
Egypt.  Of course, you can only tell so much with pictures – and 
it can be a real drag having to sketch everything out. That’s why, 
around 3000 B.C., the Sumerian tribes in southern Mesopotamia 
developed the first primitive writing, which they called “cunei-
form.”  Suddenly, stories could be written in more detail – and 
that eliminated the guesswork involved in trying to figure out 
what those scrawls on those walls were trying to say.

The next big evolution in storytelling was in 700 B.C., when the 
first printed story that we’re aware of shows up: It was called 
“The Epic of Gilgamesh” – and no, Gilgamesh wasn’t one of 
those Japanese movie monsters like Godzilla and Gamera. As 
a matter of fact, he was one of the first rulers of what we now 
know as Iraq, and, while he didn’t have weapons of mass de-
struction, he was regarded as two-thirds of a god (which is better 
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than nothing). Copies of this story managed to spread all across 
Europe and Asia.

Of course, most people back then couldn’t read or write, which 
is why most stories were spread by simple word-of-mouth.  This 
created a “survival of the fittest” process where the best stories 
ended up having an abnormally long shelf life, even though they 
only existed in oral form. 

For example, around 500 B.C., a fellow named Aesop was walk-
ing around delivering a great many memorable “fables” – sto-
ries that always had a moral lesson (or, as we call it today, a 
“takeaway”). Aesop’s storytelling prowess was so awesome that 
his tales were repeated over and over, from generation to gen-
eration – and it wasn’t until three hundred years later, after its 
author was long dead and buried, that Aesop’s Fables were actu-
ally written down and distributed.  Homer, the guy who brought 
us The Iliad and The Odyssey, was dead for five hundred years 
before anyone bothered to write his stuff down.

However, the fact remained that these and other powerful stories 
refused to die. There was something meaningful about them that 
motivated people to not only spread these stories far and wide, 
but also to hand them down to their children, and their children’s 
children. 

That’s how The Bible came to be, of course – hundreds of years 
of oral storytelling, finally resulted in holy men putting these 
tales together in the Old and New Testaments. The Bible also be-
came the centerpiece of the next phase of storytelling, when Jo-
hannes Gutenberg created what we know as the modern printing 
press. Of course, it’s not so modern anymore due to computers. 

Which brings us to the 20th Century, where we saw the most 
rapid and transformational change in storytelling. What we now 
know as “Old Media” was brand new then – movies, radio and 
television were suddenly able to tell us stories in new and excit-
ing ways. And, of course, the 21st Century has brought even more 
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incredibly storytelling tools, through the explosion of “New Me-
dia” – online video, social media, blogs, websites and more. 

Stories are more important to us than ever – and more volatile 
than ever. An effective narrative, even if it’s found in a simple 
youTube video, can quickly go viral throughout the world – in-
dicating the public is feverishly searching for great stories more 
than at any other time in history. Aesop, if he were around today, 
would no doubt have his own Tumblr blogsite that would attract 
millions (especially if his fables featured the Kardashian family 
instead of turtles and birds).

Maybe we seek out more stories than ever before simply be-
cause we have instant access to more of them than ever before. 
The shrinking sizes of digital files, combined with the increased 
storage power of our mobile devices, means we can literally car-
ry around a library with us in the palm of our hands.  And that 
trend will only accelerate: 

For example, George Church, the genetics professor at Harvard 
Medical School, appeared on “The Colbert report” in October 
of 2012, and handed the host a tiny vial with a small piece of 
paper inside – which had a dot circled in red on it. Church, who 
was promoting a book, explained that he had used a code to cre-
ate a DNA version of the three hundred page manuscript, and 
then made 20 million DNA copies of it. 

All 20 million copies of that book were contained inside the red 
dot on the piece of paper - which was about the size of the point 
of a Sharpie marker. 

the dynAMiC duo of storytelling  
And storyselling™

This book is about StorySelling™, however – not storytelling. 
The difference? With StorySelling™, you’re not just trying to 
relate a series of events: you’re using storytelling to advocate a 
point of view; it’s more selective and more designed to elicit a 
specific response.
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For example, StorySelling™ has been central to the develop-
ment of the world’s greatest religions and philosophies; whether 
it’s Buddha sitting under the Bodhi tree for 49 days or L. ron 
Hubbard claiming aliens once walked the earth. Mystical, fan-
ciful legends are created and retold to inspire followers to sub-
scribe to certain belief systems. Countries also spawn their own 
narrow historical narratives to promote patriotism. Let’s return 
to Iraq – remember, how in Baghdad, there were giant paint-
ings of Saddam Hussein everywhere in the city, some several 
stories tall? Not to mention the giant statue of him that we ended 
up pulling down after we invaded? Saddam was doing his own 
StorySelling™ – to convince his people that he was a great ruler 
who deserved to be worshipped. 

The same thing happens here in America, to a limited extent. 
For example, the heroic tales of such towering figures as George 
Washington, Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King Jr. don’t 
dwell on such unpleasant facts like Washington had slaves, Lin-
coln had a crazy wife and MLK was rumored to stray outside his 
marriage; that stuff is for students of history. The rest of us like 
to focus on legends that make us feel good about our country.  

yes, it’s the harsh truth: we all like to be on the receiving end of 
StorySelling™. 

We humans have a tribal mentality – and we like to feel part of a 
narrative that’s bigger than us. We look for stories to define who 
we are, what we’re all about and where we belong. That’s why 
the most notable leaders throughout history have utilized pow-
erful stories to both attract and maintain followers. Storytelling 
and StorySelling™ have been partners from the very get-go. 

Let’s go back to Gronk and his cave drawings. Undoubtedly, 
his other cave buds had their hunting strategy. Gronk, however, 
would have thought his way was the best - and so he would 
have chosen that method to immortalize on the cave wall. Mak-
ing that choice meant Gronk was StorySelling™ his “Foolproof 
Method of Bagging a Bison.” 
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Of course, StorySelling™ could get pretty crazy in the early 
days. Before there was science, it was difficult for people to ex-
plain what made lightning happen. Or thunder. Or where the sun 
came from in the morning and where it went at night. Nobody 
knew why it got cold in the winter and hot in the summer – and no 
one could explain why there was a lot of food available sometimes 
and so little other times that some would actually die of starvation.

Enter the storyteller – or, to take it a step further, the StorySeller. 
A gifted storyteller would have enough imagination to invent a 
story involving mythical “gods” to explain the unexplainable. 
This immediately gave this person a great deal of power – if 
he could explain the forces that ruled everyone’s daily lives, he 
held the keys to life and death (even though he himself knew he 
just made the whole thing up). 

So the StorySeller would use this fact to his advantage – and 
create superstitions, rituals, morals, traditions, rules, codes, and 
laws that others would immediately adhere to, because they were 
frightened of what happened if they “displeased the gods.” The 
better and more enthralling his stories were, the more the Sto-
rySeller could control everyone else’s behavior. He could make 
himself a High Priest – and everyone in the community would 
not only treat him in the highest regard, but also make sure his 
standard of living was above theirs.

Like any dominant methodology, this type of StorySelling™ 

could obviously be employed towards a higher purpose – or an 
evil one. It could be used to create a happy and harmonious liv-
ing environment, where everyone abides by moral laws that pro-
tect the common good - or it could be used simply to grab power 
and keep the population captive to that power.

The 20th Century was filled with these kinds of “StorySellers.” 
Think of Karl Marx, creating “The Communist Manifesto” – 
and all of russia falling to his subsequent revolution. Think of 
Adolf Hitler writing his book “Mein Kampf,” quickly ascending 
to leadership and almost conquering all of Europe. 
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More benignly, Senator John F. Kennedy “wrote” (with the help of 
a ghostwriter) “Profiles in Courage,” a best seller which won the 
Pulitzer Prize and boosted his profile in time for his Presidential 
run in 1960. Similarly, Barack Obama prepared for political life 
by writing his own best-seller, “Dreams from My Father,” which 
reflected on his life and philosophy up until that point and intro-
duced himself to the public at large, who might not have been all 
that crazy about electing a guy with the middle name of “Hussein.”

Today, political StorySelling™ is still at a fever pitch; in Amer-
ica, several networks have their own strong narratives in place, 
which serves their respective audience by consistently validating 
their particular beliefs, often at the expense of what some would 
consider a more fact-based “truthful” and traditional journalistic 
approach. They are true “StorySellers” rather than storytellers.

storyselling™ your life

StorySelling™ isn’t just employed for such lofty grandiose goals 
as creating gods and toppling countries, however. Most of us use 
StorySelling™ in one form or another every day of our lives in 
every kind of trivial situation. See if these lines sound familiar…

“I meant to call you, but the boss gave me all this work at the 
last-minute…”

“Officer, I swear, the light had just turned yellow…”

“The dog ate my homework.”

yes, technically, we call them “excuses,” but they are also  
“stories” – stories designed to help us avoid an unpleasant con-
sequence of something we did (or didn’t do). But our personal 
StorySelling™ skills can also be employed to higher and more 
important life goals:

“Remember the first time we met?”

“I knew the minute I saw you, I wanted to marry you.”

“Whenever I heard your name, I got a special tingling feeling…”
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We also “create” narratives for our relationships – especially 
the romantic ones. We reinforce them with each other – and also 
relate them to friends and family, so they feel good about the 
person we’ve decided to be with. That means we embroider our 
relationship stories with as much loving detail as possible – and 
leave out the parts like that time we screamed at each other in 
that mall parking lot… 

There are many, many other occasions in our lives where we 
want to put forth the most positive narrative as possible, such as:

• Interviewing for a job

• Trying to get a new client

• Christmas dinner with relatives

• Applying for a loan or trying to borrow money

• Meeting someone new and important

And those are only the tip of the iceberg. Socially, profession-
ally and romantically, we almost always want to “StorySell” the 
most positive version of ourselves. Our StorySelling™, in these 
instances, may not actually involve deception, but it will prob-
ably be, at the least, guilty of “the sin of omission” – by avoid-
ing anything that might be perceived as a negative by the other 
party. 

But the question remains…why is StorySelling™ so effective? 
Why does a good story sometimes cause people to change their 
beliefs, their behavior and even their entire life perspective? And 
why do we trust the StorySeller to the point where we allow that 
to happen?

As we noted earlier in this chapter, there are very good scientific 
reasons for this – and we’ll be sharing those reasons in the next 
chapter.
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CHAPTER 2

the sCienCe  
of storyselling™  
Hitting the “Love Hormone”

So the marketing director of one of the biggest fast food chains 
in the world had a problem on his hands. His biggest competitive 
advantage was probably that his food was a whole lot healthier 
than his rivals’ – but his research was pretty clear that promoting 
that advantage wasn’t going to do a whole lot for the chain’s sales.

He knew he could go out there with all sorts of statistics and 
health information and make the case – but, frankly, all those 
numbers would just bore consumers, who only considered stop-
ping in at one of his eateries for a quick meal when they were 
short on either money or time, or possibly both.  

That meant the marketing director wasn’t particularly excited 
when a Chicago franchisee found out about some guy who 
dropped a lot of pounds by only eating their food and took the 
story to the chain’s ad agency. Again, they weren’t promoting 
themselves as the fast food equivalent of Jenny Craig or any-
thing like that, so what good would that do? Not only that, but 
this kind of campaign could get the company in legal hot water. 
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Their lawyers were warning that they could be in for a ton of 
liability lawsuits should they make any kind of informal health 
claims or promises. 

The ad agency was insistent that this was a great idea, however. 
They put together a legal disclaimer that the lawyers could live 
with. So the marketing director finally sighed and agreed to try 
a regional test campaign.

Jared Fogle, a guy who lost 245 pounds eating the exact same 
Subway sandwich every day for months, appeared in his first 
commercial on January 1st, 2000 – and the next thing he knew 
Oprah was booking him on her show. The marketing director 
was astounded by the instant success of the campaign and it was 
soon rolled out nationally.

During the next ten years, Subway’s sales doubled, the chain 
moved up from being the number four fast food franchise (After 
McDonalds, Burger King and Wendy’s) to become number three 
(displacing Wendy’s) and Jared became a minor celebrity. 

Not only that, but every time Subway tried to dump Jared from 
their advertising, their sales suffered. The first time, in 2005, 
sales immediately fell by 10%.  Jared’s story was now Subway’s 
– and it made them billions of dollars in the process.

The success of the Jared campaign is surely based on the premise 
of our first book, Celebrity Branding You: “People buy people.” 
When you effectively promote a real, living, breathing human 
being that people can connect with, as opposed to dry facts, the 
audience is going to be a lot more responsive just because of that 
“human touch.” And when you combine that personality with a 
compelling story, you’ve hit a marketing home run. 

That’s just what Subway did with Jared, who’s a perfect example 
of the potential StorySelling™ holds for a business. He crystal-
lized for consumers what ordinary nutritional information could 
never have accomplished; he provided an authentic story that 
visually demonstrated the benefit of eating at Subway (as long 
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as, of course, you took it easy on the mayo, bacon and cheese!).   

But why was Jared necessary to make that kind of impact? Why 
couldn’t simple and verifiable health facts deliver the same mes-
sage – and, in turn, motivate the same rise of sales? For that an-
swer, we have to examine the science of StorySelling™. Don’t 
worry, you won’t have to memorize any formulas and there 
won’t be a test – but you will learn some very surprising secrets 
about the power of stories.

your BrAin And stories  
A love AffAir 

We talked in the last chapter about just how dominant stories 
are throughout all of human history. People have always utilized 
whatever medium they had at their disposal – everything from 
cave drawings to drums to books to youTube videos – to tell 
stories. As we’ve seen, some stories were considered so vital 
that they were passed down solely through the spoken word for 
hundreds and hundreds of years, before someone finally had the 
ability to write them down.

The question remains – why do we like stories so much? Actu-
ally, change that – because we don’t just like stories – we love 
them. 

Literally.

researchers at the Center for Neuroeconomics Studies at Clare-
mont Graduate University, in Claremont, California,1 discovered 
that stories activate the oxytocin hormone in our brains – this is 
actually called “the love hormone” by the scientific community. 
That’s because it’s associated with romantic attachment, human 
bonding…and yes, sex. In other words, stories are way sexy. 
Even when they themselves are very far from it.

1  Jorge A. Barraza and Paul J. Zak, “Empathy toward Strangers Triggers Oxytocin release and 
Subsequent Generosity,” June 2009, Annals of the New york Academy of Sciences
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Dr. Paul Zak, one of the Claremont researchers, showed volun-
teers a video that told a story about a four-year-old boy with ter-
minal brain cancer – and also showed the same group a video of 
the same length about a four-year-old boy going to the zoo with-
out any real narrative to it. Those that watched the first video 
had a 47% higher level of the love hormone. “Of all the stimuli 
we’ve developed that release oxytocin, this one was the best,” 
said Zak of the story experiment. 

Why do stories trigger that kind of reaction? Other research sug-
gests that it happens because we identify with whoever the story 
is about – and put ourselves in their shoes. After all, we’re all 
people – and we all experience the same fears, desires, joys and 
ambitions.

More fun with brain scanning confirms that this is true. Jef-
frey Zacks of Washington University in St Louis, Missouri ran 
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMrI) scans on people 
reading a story or watching a movie2 – and discovered that, when 
the main character encountered a situation, it activated the same 
parts of the brain in the subjects that would have responded if 
they themselves had been in the same predicament in real life.  
And it didn’t matter if the story was read or experienced through 
a movie or a video – it was the content of the story itself that 
provoked the reaction. 

We are addicted to stories in a very real sense - and here’s more 
research that proves it. read Montague of Virginia Tech Uni-
versity in Blacksburg and William Casebeer of the US Defense 
Advanced research Projects Agency (DArPA) in Arlington, 
Virginia,3 analyzed how listening to a story affects the brain’s 
reward centers – the parts that respond to such wonderful things 
as sex, good food and drugs. Casebeer’s conclusion? “If I were a 
betting man or woman, I would say that certain types of stories 
might be addictive and, neurobiologically speaking, not that dif-

2  Gerry Everding, “readers Build Vivid Mental Simulations of Narrative Situations, Brain 
Scans Suggest,” January 26th, 2009, phys.org

3 Jessica Marshall, “Gripping yarns,” New Scientist, February 12, 2011
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ferent from taking a tiny hit of cocaine,” says Casebeer.

Simply put, strong stories key into our emotions in a deep and 
profound way; we identify with them in a way we don’t identify 
with raw data. That’s why Jared’s miracle sandwich diet was so 
effective for Subway - and also why raw black and white infor-
mation wouldn’t have been. Consumers could see that eating at 
Subway actually caused a person like them to lose weight – and, 
most importantly, could see it working for them. They identified 
with Jared – and it made for a very rewarding experience for 
their reward centers.

sPlitting the differenCe

Beyond the emotional component, however, stories actually ac-
complish a critical function for our brains. Believe it or not, we 
need them to figure out our lives.

Let’s switch up researchers to find out just why this is - and ex-
amine the work of neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga from the 
University of California, Santa Barbara. Gazzaniga has done in-
credible research in the whole right brain – left brain arena. He’s 
the person who discovered that the mind’s right side was more 
artistic, creative and visual, while the left side was more verbal 
and intellectual (and he did this at the ripe old age of 25).4 

Now, given that the right side of the brain was the artistic and 
creative half, that half would be the one that would naturally 
respond best to stories in whatever form they take, right? 

Wrong – and this is where it gets interesting.

you see, Gazzaniga also discovered that you could actually sep-
arate the left side of the brain from the right, and the left side 
wouldn’t suffer any loss in I.Q. points. Don’t ask us how he 
found that out, we’re afraid it will sound like a horror movie we 
definitely do not want to watch. Ever.

4 Benedict Carey, “Decoding the Brain’s Cacophony,” The New York Times, October 31st, 2011
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But something about the brain’s ability to seemingly function 
the same, even when split in half, confused the good doctor. It 
didn’t add up – if the different sides of our brains acted that 
independently, what accounted for our unity of thought, action 
and purpose? 

To find out, Gazzaniga used his access to people who had had 
surgery to disconnect communication between the two halves 
of their brains (this is done sometimes for severe epileptics, for 
example). What he discovered was equally revolutionary. 

Whatever information he gave to the right side of the brain, the 
left side of the brain would then work overtime to explain. The 
left side, through storytelling, concocted narratives to make 
sense of random information. More research confirmed his ini-
tial results: Gazzinga began to call the left side of our brains, 
“The Interpreter” – because a big part of its job is to put together 
individual facts to make a complete mental “picture.” In other 
words, the artistic half of our brains doesn’t come up with the 
stories – the intellectual half does. And not as a creative pursuit 
– but just as a way to make sense of what was happening all 
around it. 

Think about your own daily life. Think about how many times 
you try to explain to yourself (or to someone who’s with you) 
something random that happens. For example…you hear a ran-
dom piece of gossip about someone acting strangely. you im-
mediately try to connect the dots to solve the riddle of why that 
person acted out of character, and come up with excuses like, 
…“They’re getting a divorce,” …“They’re on drugs,” or maybe, 
…“They lost their job.”

Or…your car makes a funny noise on the way home from the 
store. you immediately try to formulate an explanation in your 
head for why it’s making that sound. Needs an oil change. May-
be the muffler’s loose. Or…you watch TV shows like “CSI,” 
“NCIS” or “Bones” — hour-long shows that have a central mys-
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tery at their core in each episode. These shows are so popular 
(just as murder mysteries and detective novels have traditionally 
been), because the audience is constantly trying to figure out the 
solution to whatever bizarre crime is being dramatized. 

This tendency gets even more intense with a show like “Mad 
Men” or “Homeland,” shows that have an ongoing storyline. 
Something shocking happens at the end of the episode – and 
you spend the week trying to concoct the storyline that led up to 
the cliffhanger (and not just you – there are fifty million people 
on the internet also blogging and commenting, also trying to 
explain what happened).

Now, the above examples have something very much in com-
mon. In all instances, you pretty much have no idea what the 
real story is. But, the sad truth is…you can’t stop your brain 
from trying to figure it out anyway. 

That’s your left side talking. It wants to know. It NEEDS to 
know.

remember how, in the last chapter, we talked about how man, 
pre-science, would make up various “gods” to explain away all 
kinds of natural happenings?  That’s because, at that time, hu-
mans weren’t capable of discovering that the earth was round 
and it rotated – and that’s why the sun came up in the morning 
and sank down in the evening. But they still had to know why.

So they made up stuff. They filled in the blanks, just like we do 
every day.

It may be hard for you to think of Subway’s Jared as an ancient 
god, but, in a sense, he was. He personified Subway’s healthy 
eating possibilities and provided a living explanation of how 
they might work through his very dramatic weight loss story. He 
filled in the blanks in a way that had impact. So people bought 
his StorySelling™ – and, more importantly to the company, they 
subsequently bought a lot of Subway sandwiches.
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other story Benefits

Stories make us feel good – and they help us explain things 
(even if we have to make up stuff to do it). But it doesn’t stop 
there - scientists have discovered other valuable advantages that 
stories deliver to our brains, such as:

•  survival Benefits
Stories are also a way to transmit information that helps us 
in tricky situations. They can tell you how to react in a dan-
gerous situation, how you should react to people display-
ing less-than-honorable intentions and inform you about 
things you don’t know a great deal about. Stories also al-
low us to try out different ideas and scenarios and imagine 
what happens if we make different choices. Even Jared’s 
story tells us how we can lose weight (if we’re willing to 
eat the “same damn sandwich” every day for a year).

• social glue
Stories bring people together and allow them to share the 
same emotions; they help us socialize and bond as com-
munities. For example, when a popular TV show or movie 
is around, we all feel we should see it so we can talk about 
it with friends and relatives who have also seen it; same 
thing with a big sporting event like the Super Bowl or the 
World Series, which always has its own narrative (if it 
doesn’t, the sportscasters will give it one anyway!). 

Uri Hasson of Princeton University showed different peo-
ple the same movie and monitored their mental responses5 
– and found the same patterns of neural activity occurred. 
Other research shows that the brain activity of a person lis-
tening to a story mirrors that of the person telling the story. 

By the way, Jared is proof of this social glue aspect as well – 
he became such a cultural phenomenon that he was parodied 
on “South Park,” which even had a song written about him!

5  Ushma Patel, “Hasson Brings real Life into the Lab to Examine Cognitive Processing,” 
News at Princeton, December 5th, 2011
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• A Mental “time out”
Stories are also awesome for just good old escapism. rafi 
Malach of the Weizmann Institute of Science in rehovot, 
Israel, did research6 that shows that movies can actually 
suppress activity in the parts of the brain where we try to 
deal with our ongoing day-to-day problems. With that part 
“shut down” by an engrossing movie, we’re relieved of any 
anxieties or fear – and are instead focused on a good story 
that makes us forget about ourselves. 

• fights terrorism
Well, okay, this claim is only a “maybe.” 

remember that guy we mentioned a couple of pages back 
- William Casebeer of the US Defense Advanced research 
Projects Agency (DArPA)? Maybe a question passed 
through your mind (we’re currently not monitoring your 
brain activity, so we can’t tell): “Why is a US Defense guy 
studying stories?”

remember how we talked about how strong stories are the 
backbone of a religion? Well, Casebeer thinks the same 
thing – for example, he believes that belief in a powerful 
story is what really causes someone to become a suicide 
bomber. What’s more, he believes we can attack that sui-
cide bomber in advance – with a MOrE powerful story 
(and you thought the arms race was dead…), using what 
Casebeer calls, “counter-narrative strategies.” 

In his words, “It might be that understanding the neurobiol-
ogy of a story can give us new insights into how we prevent 
radicalization, and how we prevent people from becom-
ing entrenched in the grip of a narrative that makes it more 
likely that they would want to intentionally cause harm to 
others.”  

6  Kalanit Grill-Spector and rafael Malach, “The Human Visual Cortex,” Department of Psy-
chology and Neuroscience, Stanford University, 2004
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(By the way, if you want to see more of your tax dollars at work, 
you can check out his full report at: http://www.dtic.mil/cgi-bin/
GetTrDoc?AD=ADA521449 .)

As we’ve hopefully demonstrated in this chapter, a myriad of 
scientists and researchers have all come up with the same con-
clusion about stories – that certain ones really do answer primal 
needs that we all need to have met. 

That’s what makes StorySelling™ so powerful. When done cor-
rectly, it hits the human brain with an incredible impact, most of 
which is felt on a subconscious level.  It also activates the plea-
sure centers of the brain – which makes you want to hear more. 

Jared’s diet breakthrough saga accomplished all that and more. It 
made a treat into a health food (“you mean you can lose weight 
by eating 6-inch subs?”) and it created the perception that Sub-
way’s food wasn’t just good to eat, it was also good for you. 
The campaign was as effective as it could have possibly been, 
simply because Jared’s story was true – and yet unbelievable at 
the same time.

But, wait - did Jared’s story actually need to be true?

We’re about to let you in on another big story secret: The answer 
is no – and in the next chapter, we’ll tell you why.
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CHAPTER 3

storyselling™  
is Believing  

The Truth About Fact and Fiction

So, in January of 1967, Paul McCartney, then-member of the 
Beatles (we assume you’ve heard of them), was in a car accident 
in London. A brief rumor gripped England that Sir Paul was ac-
tually killed in the crash. The next month, the official Beatles 
“fanzine” verified that McCartney was, in fact, alive and well, 
and life went on as normal - for a while, anyway.

A little over two years later, however, in the autumn of 1969, the 
stress of superstardom had pulled apart the world’s most popular 
rock group. The Beatles were splitting up, and Paul was spend-
ing more and more time in Scotland with his new wife Linda, 
out of the public eye.

And that’s when the weirdness really kicked in. With Paul in 
hiding for the first time since he and his mates became super-
stars, the student newspaper at Drake University in Iowa print-
ed a story that seriously asked the question, “Is Beatle Paul  
McCartney Dead?” The rumor had grown in strength on the cam-
pus – and suddenly the students were hunting down clues that had 
supposedly been placed on the group’s most recent albums. For 
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instance, when part of the “revolution #9” track on The White 
Album was played backwards, a voice said, “Turn me on, dead 
man.” Others swore that, as the end of “Strawberry Fields For-
ever” faded away, another voice clearly said, “I buried Paul.”1 

Suddenly, Derek Taylor, the Beatles’ press rep back in London, 
was inundated by calls – was Paul in fact deceased? He denied 
that he was. Because…well, he wasn’t.

But then, the rumor made its way to Detroit – where another 
college newspaper made fun of the gossip by writing a satirical 
article detailing the “clues” that proved that McCartney was no 
longer living. Unfortunately, the story was picked up as fact by 
newspapers across the U.S. – and soon the subject was burning up 
the radio airwaves in New york City, among other major cities.

The “real story” was revealed as this: McCartney had died in 
that London car crash a few years ago. The Beatles, desperate 
to continue their success, had replaced him with a guy named 
William Campbell, the winner of a Paul McCartney look-alike 
contest, who coincidentally enough, evidently sounded just like 
him and had the same incredible musical talent. Huh?

Three songs were written and released by other rockers about 
the “death” of Paul. A television special was produced and syn-
dicated nationally, in which a courtroom “trial” was held to de-
cide if Paul was, in fact, dead; F. Lee Bailey, a leading celebrity 
lawyer at the time, cross-examined “witnesses.” The verdict? 
Well, that was left in the hands of the viewers. And finally, Paul 
McCartney decided to rise from the dead - and give an interview 
to Life magazine declaring he was alive and well – and just en-
joying being “not famous” for the first time in many years.

The rumor finally began to subside, but only after it had been 
debated all over the world, and recent Beatles songs, and even 
album photographs and artwork, were rigorously examined to  

1 John Lennon later revealed, the voice was saying “Cranberry sauce.”



4949

STORySEllINg IS BElIEvINg – ThE TRUTh ABOUT FACT AND FICTION

uncover “hidden” clues. Even as late as 2010, a mockumentary 
entitled Paul McCartney Really Is Dead: The Last Testament of 
George Harrison? contained someone claiming to be the late 
George Harrison on audio tape explaining that the rumor was 
true. But the person on the tape wasn’t George, and Paul, as we 
write this, is still nowhere near his expiration date.

Now, we will grant you, there have been plenty of movies about 
look-alikes taking over for famous people. But, as far as we 
know, there’s never been an example of this actually happening 
in real life – let alone it happening with a worldwide superstar 
subject to intense media scrutiny who continued to publicly per-
form and create new music. 

So…how could anyone swallow this story??? 

How could anyone believe that someone could quickly and eas-
ily take the place of someone as talented and singular as Paul 
McCartney was at the time? Even while new records featuring 
his instantly recognizable voice were still being made and re-
leased? How could anyone for a minute not only buy this whop-
per – but continue to spread it all across the globe?

Well, there is a very good reason many people actually believed 
it (or, at the very least, took it seriously) – and that’s because it 
was a great story. And, as we’ll see in this chapter, a great story 
causes people to believe fiction over fact – because the human 
brain can’t tell the difference. 

Scary? A little bit.

For now, let’s find out why this happens – and what it means in 
terms of StorySelling™.

fACt versus fiCtion  
when the truth doesn’t MAtter

First, though, we want to remind you of a couple of points we 
made in the last chapter. Point one: Stories aren’t necessarily a 
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creative process – your brain generates and uses them as a tool 
to explain your life and what’s happening around you. 

Point two: Good stories hit your brain in its “reward centers” 
– they activate that “love hormone” we talked about and cause 
chemical reactions that make you feel good in fundamental 
ways.

Now, let’s apply those two points to the “Paul-is-dead” story and 
why it developed such a massive following, even though it was 
patently absurd: 

To the first point, the “Paul-is-dead” story explained why Beatles 
fans were suddenly not seeing one of their idols anymore, after 
nonstop public exposure since the group became famous. After 
all, everyone knew where his creative partner John Lennon was 
(this was the period when John was running around with new 
wife yoko making headlines with outrageous stunts) and Paul’s 
absence from the spotlight stood out in comparison.

To the second point, the “Paul-is-dead” rumor made those believ-
ing the story feel good in the way that “Truthers” (people who 
believed 9/11 was an “inside government job”) and “Birthers” 
(people who believed that Barack Obama wasn’t born in the 
U.S.) felt good about their conspiracies – even though both those 
ideas are very distasteful concepts to many people. A fantastic 
story that seems to have a basis in actual ascertainable “facts” 
(shaky as those facts might be in reality) gets the listener excited; 
not only does it make sense of something strange, it also makes 
believers feel that they’re in on a secret that has everyone else 
fooled, and, thus, they feel smarter than everyone else. They 
also feel part of an “inside group” - and that sense of belonging 
to an exclusive community makes them feel more important.

Primarily for those two reasons, a great story has the ability 
to “carry your brain away” – literally – through a concept that 
researchers call “transportation.” Now, this isn’t the kind of 
transportation that gets you to work or to the supermarket; this 
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mode of transportation was discovered by researchers Melanie 
C. Green and Timothy C. Brock of Ohio State University2 and it 
involves just how stories can impact your belief systems – even 
if those stories aren’t necessarily factually accurate. 

To quote the researchers, “…the reader loses access to some re-
al-world facts in favor of accepting the narrative world that the 
author has created. This loss of access may occur on a physical 
level - a transported reader may not notice others entering the 
room, for example - or, more importantly, on a psychological 
level, a subjective distancing from reality. While the person is 
immersed in the story, he or she may be less aware of real-world 
facts that contradict assertions made in the narrative.” 

To put that in plain English, a compelling story can be more im-
portant to someone than the facts. 

Want proof? Okay, then just consider the iconic album cover 
from the last record the Beatles made together, Abbey Road – 
featuring a photo of the four band members walking single-file 
across the street. Paul looks very much alive in the picture – ex-
cept he happens to be barefoot, while the other three are wearing 
shoes. Other than that, it’s a perfectly normal photo.

But NOT so normal when it came to those who had bought into 
the “Paul-is-dead” conspiracy - here’s what they saw: The four 
Beatles dressed to symbolize nothing less than a funeral proces-
sion, with John, dressed in white, as the minister, ringo, dressed 
in black, as the undertaker, George, in denim jeans and shirt, 
as the gravedigger and Paul (or, more accurately, Mr. William 
Campbell, the guy who looked like Paul), barefoot and out of 
step with the others, as the corpse.

Then there was the Volkswagen parked in the background of 
the photo, which had “28IF” as part of its license plate number 
– which, naturally to true “Paul-is-dead” conspiracy buffs, sig-
nified that Paul would have been 28 years old at that point - if 
2  Melanie C. Green and Timothy C. Brock, “The role of Transportation in the Persuasiveness 

of Public Narratives,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 79, No. 5. 
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he had lived. In other words, all these obscure hidden meanings 
were more important to believers than the fact that Paul was 
actually shown alive and well on the album cover. And, since 
this was in an era that was well before Photoshop, it was pretty 
obvious that the photo was the real deal.

Again, this is just more evidence that the brain can’t really dis-
tinguish between fact and fiction when a person has decided to 
buy into a story. As a matter of fact, it actively fights the impulse 
– because it’s more important that the brain defends the integrity 
of the story. This doesn’t just apply to scurrilous dead Beatle sto-
ries. We all buy into narratives in our everyday lives – and when 
those narratives are challenged, we push back against the contra-
dictions. How hard we push back depends on how invested we 
are in the particular story.

Think of someone who’s a rabid republican or Democrat who’s 
confronted with information that contradicts his or her position. 
How many times have you said to yourself, when having a dis-
cussion with that kind of person, “This person is completely ir-
rational – I have to stop arguing, there’s no point!” Odds are 
you’re right. The person is being irrational – because the overall 
story he or she wants to believe in is more important than indi-
vidual facts that conflict with it.

Getting back to the research of Green and Brock, the doctors 
discovered that it didn’t matter if a story was presented as fact 
or fiction; if the story was compelling enough, if it had enough 
ability to “transport” people, it would directly impact their be-
liefs about the subject matter of the story. 

And that’s how someone could see Paul McCartney walking in a 
contemporary photograph – and still assume it was a big put-up 
job to send a hidden message about his death. In the words of 
Green and Brock, “Individuals may believe realistic fictional pro-
grams while discounting news reports that seem implausible.” As 
a matter of fact, that sounds a lot like our world today, doesn’t it?
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why stories win ArguMents

Transportation is the ultimate goal for any good storyteller. And 
obviously, it should be the goal of a StorySelling™ effort as 
well. Just as obviously, however, not just any story is going 
to prompt transportation (in later chapters, we’re going to dig 
deeper into what ingredients are needed to create the kinds of 
story that enable this transformative process to happen). 

What we want you to understand in this chapter, however, is that 
StorySelling™ is the most powerful tool you can use to commu-
nicate your personal brand and your company brand. All the re-
search is very consistent on this fact (including the studies we’ve 
shared with you in these first three chapters): stories are the best 
way to make your “argument.”

Why? 

For the simple reason that the people hearing (or watching) the 
story…don’t perceive it as an argument. Instead, they identify 
with the leading character (providing he or she is likeable and 
interesting enough), put themselves in their shoes, feel what they 
feel and respond to what the story says about that person and the 
situation. They shut off the questioning part of their brain, as 
we’ve discussed, and give themselves over to the story’s events 
and the consequences of those events. 

And remember, since we do use stories to explain things, if we 
accept the narrative, then we will accept the conclusion. If the 
story is about how a murderer got away because of a court foul-
up, we will feel more inclined to favor tougher laws. If the story 
is about how an innocent man is put on death row, we will feel 
more inclined to protect the rights of the accused. The story 
leads us to those ways of thinking not through direct persuasion, 
but by dramatic license.

We will only change or modify those beliefs so easily, however, 
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if we don’t know an argument is being made. To us, it’s just 
a story; it’s not supposed to mean anything beyond the begin-
ning, middle and end of a tale. And that’s how a story’s so-called 
“moral” can sneak up on us and have an impact. 

We use stories to process reality. Think about how powerful a 
statement that is. Think about how, whatever situation we find 
ourselves in, we must immediately concoct some kind of story 
to explain it, even though, ultimately, the story may be false. We 
still need to have something to hang onto until the “real story” 
is finally revealed. 

StorySelling™ becomes invaluable when you want other people 
to process your reality in a memorable, effective way – the way 
you want them to see you. Think about a trial lawyer doing his 
closing argument. How does he persuade the jury? Ninety-nine 
times out of a hundred, he’ll frame what he wants the jury to 
believe in the form of a story – retelling the events crucial to the 
case in the way he wants them to be perceived.

In a sense, that’s exactly what you do for yourself with StorySelling™. 
you’re telling a story about you and/or your business in the way 
you want them to perceive you. And because it’s not seen as straight 
sales pitch, your audience’s guard is significantly lowered and 
they’re more willing to accept what you have to say.

the vAlue of AuthentiCity

We feel the need to end this chapter with a word about the truth. 
This chapter may read as if stories are a license to lie – but there 
is great peril in that approach. Obviously, the “Paul-Is-dead” 
conspiracy was pretty much dead and buried itself when Paul 
came out of hiding and began to give interviews. Whoever Wil-
liam Campbell might have been, he couldn’t have been good 
enough to look exactly like Paul and sound exactly like Paul, 
unless someone was doing Mission: Impossible for real.

When a big lie is aggressively sold, it’s only a matter of time 
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before it does catch up with you. And with social media ready to 
blow the whistle at the drop of a hat and virally bust you, your 
window for successful deception is very short – as short as a few 
minutes, in some cases. 

The fact is, even when your StorySelling™ is effective, your au-
dience won’t be as heavily invested in your narrative as they are 
in, say, their religion, their politics or their relationships. That 
means that, while you can achieve “transportation,” it’s still a 
tenuous ride that could be quickly derailed - if the story you’re 
telling is ultimately a false one.

We’ll discuss the secrets of authenticity later in this book – but 
for now, understand that StorySelling™ offers you your best 
chance at reaching people on a deep, meaningful level that can 
genuinely motivate them to buy from you. Long term, however, 
you can’t misuse that power – or it will come back to haunt you 
in ways you won’t want to happen.

This chapter concludes our examination of why stories them-
selves have such a profound impact on us all. In the next section 
of the book, we’ll be moving on to discuss how to make your 
story as powerful as possible – because you’ll find that when 
you tell the right story in the right way, you’ll have all the sci-
ence and history we just talked about on your side. 





ACT ii

the Business of  
storyselling™

How It Works

“Why storytelling? Simple: Nothing else works.”

~  Steve Denning,   
Forbes Magazine
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CHAPTER 4

storyselling™  
The Secret to CeLeBRITy  

BRANDINg® Success  

So, Samuel Joseph Wurzelbacher, recently divorced, found him-
self at a crossroads. He had decided to leave his telecommuni-
cations job to return to his roots as a plumber, a trade he had 
learned during his years in the Air Force. He thought the career 
move would help him spend more time with his son.

But there was a bigger potential career move looming down his 
street that he never saw coming.

He was playing football with his boy in his front yard on Octo-
ber 12, 2008, when he saw then-Senator Barack Obama, three 
days before the final presidential debate with John McCain, 
campaigning down the block. So Wurzelbacher, a conservative, 
decided to confront the candidate and strolled down to where the 
event was taking place. There, he directed a question at Obama 
about his tax plan – and commented that he thought it might 
threaten “the American dream.” After a brief discussion, Obama 
wrapped up his response by saying, “…I think when you spread 
the wealth around, it’s good for everybody.”

Suddenly, other prominent conservatives were using Obama’s 

STORySEllINg – ThE SECRET TO CElEBRITy BRANDINg® SUCCESS  
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answer to attack him for advocating wealth distribution and 
what they considered to be socialism – and they lionized Wur-
zelbacher for putting Obama on the spot.

Just as suddenly, Wurzelbacher was given a new media-driven 
name – “Joe the Plumber.” Not only that, but three days later, 
Joe the Plumber became a prime subject of the third presidential 
debate, with McCain mentioning him repeatedly throughout the 
night and Obama responding by talking directly at the camera as 
if he was speaking directly to Wurzelbacher.

yes, within 72 hours, the guy who had been just playing football 
with his kid was now being addressed by name by the President 
of the United States. Wurzelbacher couldn’t believe his new-
found fame. He appeared on Good Morning, America, the CBS 
Evening News with Katie Couric and Fox News. retelling his 
story became one of John McCain’s main campaign strategies 
in the closing weeks; an ad was created by the republican Party 
featuring other different small business people looking into the 
camera and saying, “I’m Joe the Plumber.” 

McCain put him onstage with him at several campaign stops in 
Ohio. As a matter of fact, the candidate got so used to having Joe 
around that he introduced him at one such event that Joe wasn’t 
scheduled to attend. When Joe didn’t show, there was an awk-
ward silence as McCain looked around blankly for a moment. 
He finally said to the crowd, “you’re all Joe the Plumber.”

McCain might have lost the election, but Wurzelbacher contin-
ued to act like a winner. He wrote a book, he became a moti-
vational speaker, and he was hired to appear in commercials. 
And, in 2012, he came full circle, as Joe the Plumber went from 
campaign prop to candidate and won the republican primary for 
Ohio’s 9th District Congressional seat and went on to challenge 
the Democratic candidate, Marcy Kaptur.

That October day just down the road from his house, Wurzelbacher 
literally stumbled into one of the most incredible StorySelling™ 
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situations ever; he instantly became the perfect “working class 
guy” symbol for the republican Party and was used to create 
a new narrative for McCain, much as Jared Fogle was for the 
Subway chain (as we discussed in Chapter 2). 

Wurzelbacher’s story captures the pure power of StorySelling™ 
to create a Celebrity Brand – and because his narrative made 
such an impact, the McCain campaign quickly tried to leverage 
it to its advantage and inadvertently made Joe the Plumber a star. 

In this chapter, we’re going to set the stage for the StorySelling™ 
that could make you a star in your field in equally powerful ways. 
We’re going to talk about the four key factors you need to have 
in place to StorySell effectively – and also about what you need 
to consider before you implement your StorySelling™ methods. 

In StorySelling™, as in many things in life, the first steps are 
often the most critical ones – and we want to make sure you get 
off on the right foot.

the four key fACtors of storyselling™

As we just mentioned, there are four key factors that, when 
combined, create the perfect climate for StorySelling™ suc-
cess. They are:

1) simplicity 
How many stories do we hear in a day? How much infor-
mation do we end up taking in? The answer to both of those 
questions is the same: a scary crazy amount. That means if 
your story isn’t simple and easy to grasp, most of us, unless 
we’re already intensely interested in the story, aren’t going 
to hang on to it. Our lives are too busy and our minds too 
cluttered to take in something that’s not directly relevant to 
what we’re dealing with at the moment.

2) Authenticity
We are also bombarded with marketing campaigns night 
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and day – and most of us can smell a sales pitch a mile 
off. If your story only seems like an effort to get your audi-
ence to buy – or, even worse, if it doesn’t have the ring of 
truth – no one is going to take it seriously. The only excep-
tion is if that audience has already heavily bought into your  
StorySelling™ and feels the need to defend it, even in the 
face of obvious falsehoods (see previous chapter).

3) visibility
Obviously, the public, or, at the very least, your target audi-
ence, has to have access to the story you want to tell. There 
are a lot of channels you can utilize to deliver your narra-
tive, which we’ll discuss later in the book; the point is, you 
can’t expect your potential leads to come to you, you have 
to find a viable way to bring your story to them. 

4) relevancy
It also has to be a story that people want to hear. For instance, 
as we noted with Jared’s Subway commercials, viewers loved 
the idea that you could lose weight at a fast food restaurant. 
Again, we have so many people out there trying to sell us 
their stories that we block out as many as we can, just to keep 
our sanity. That means your narrative must be one that your 
audience is predisposed to hear for one reason or another – 
and that reason should be a powerful one.

Let’s return to the story of Joe the Plumber – and review how 
these factors came into play for Wurzelbacher. 

We’ll start with Simplicity – because this scenario had it in 
spades. The situation was easy to grasp and instantly arresting: 
some guy goes up and directly engages one of the two candidates 
for President of the United States. Not only that, but he gets that 
candidate to say something that the opposition can immediately 
leverage against him. The moment was brief, easily replayable 
across all media channels, and it captured everyone’s attention 
as a real “David and Goliath” moment, in spite of one’s politi-
cal leanings. The only thing threatening that Simplicity? Well, 
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“Wurzelbacher” is not the simplest name in the world – but that 
small problem got solved when he was quickly renamed Joe the 
Plumber, a very memorable moniker, by everyone in the media. 
What could be simpler – or easier to remember? What better 
captured his “Average Joe” status?

Authenticity was also present and accounted for. Wurzelbacher 
wasn’t a political plant – he was a dad playing football with his 
son who took a minute to confront a candidate. He came across 
as a “real guy” because he was – and he was obviously saying 
what he personally believed. There wasn’t anything phony about 
the situation or the participants.

Visibility? A no-brainer. The media already had all their cameras 
on Obama that afternoon and that’s how the entire encounter got 
captured. After the fact, the video of the confrontation between 
Joe the Plumber and Barack Obama was endlessly shown on 
cable and network news channels as well as online; anyone fol-
lowing the presidential race couldn’t help but see it.

Finally, there’s the matter of relevancy – or, in other words, 
exactly who wanted to hear the story of Joe the Plumber? If you 
answered, “The American voting public did,” well, that’s close, 
but not quite the right answer – the group that actually wanted a 
story like this, was even desperate for a story like this, was the 
Republican Party. The McCain campaign’s poll numbers were 
bad, they needed some kind of outside boost, and suddenly, they 
were given the gift of an everyday American articulating their 
talking points right to Obama’s face. McCain’s people made sure 
Joe the Plumber became a media sensation – and both the right 
and the Left seized on his story for their own political reasons. 

In short, Wurzelbacher fulfilled a huge and immediate relevant 
need – and, because he was authentic, because his story was so 
simple, and because his story was so visible, the StorySelling™ 
of Joe the Plumber took flight. 
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Avoiding storyselling™ PitfAlls

Now, the overwhelming majority of StorySelling™ cases do not 
happen this quickly and this powerfully; with Joe the Plumber, 
there was a perfect convergence of the four key factors we just 
discussed. It usually takes some time to StorySell a Celebrity 
Brand. But the four factors we’re discussing here still must come 
into play, no matter who the person in question is or at what 
speed the StorySelling™ process happens. 

But here’s an important qualifier – just because those four factors 
are in place, and just because a StorySelling™ opportunity does 
present itself, doesn’t mean you should follow through on it. 

Wurzelbacher’s story initially made people feel good about sup-
porting John McCain – he was a “real guy” and voters could 
identify with him. Because Joe the Plumber became famous so 
quickly, however, nobody really knew that much about him – 
including the McCain campaign. And, as we’ve seen over and 
over, when the media spotlight shines intensely on someone 
who’s not prepared for scrutiny, every possible imperfection 
gets magnified. 

For example, someone examined the records and found out that 
Joe the Plumber wasn’t legally licensed to be a plumber in Ohio. 
They also found out he had a lien placed against his house in 
2007 because he owed about $1200 in back state taxes. 

More damaging for McCain was the fact that Wurzelbacher was 
far from a seasoned politician – he was still very rough around 
the edges. For example, he started weighing in on foreign policy 
and said that “a vote for Obama is a vote for the death of Israel” 
in an interview with Shepherd Smith on Fox News. When the 
interview was done, Smith looked directly at the camera and 
said “Man, it just gets frightening sometimes.” 

Suddenly, it was clear that Joe the Plumber wasn’t going to help 
McCain expand his base – not if he was going to alienate an-
chormen even on Fox. Joe the Plumber, it turned out, was no 
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Average Joe – instead he was a fervent right-winger with opin-
ions that could possibly alienate more people than they attracted. 

Again - just because you can take advantage of a StorySelling™ 

opportunity doesn’t mean you should. When you set into motion 
a StorySelling™ narrative that can’t sustain itself, you set your-
self up for disaster.

The fact is when you do launch StorySelling™ that the public is 
ready and willing to buy into, you risk more damage than benefit 
if that narrative ultimately will defeat itself. As we’ve discussed, 
stories that connect with people hit them in a very deep subcon-
scious place - and that subconscious place gets very angry if the 
story it bought into isn’t for real. 

For instance, imagine if Subway had hired Jared for their mar-
keting campaign and he immediately started to gain weight: 
They would have been a laughing stock, the credibility of the 
weight loss angle would have been totally shot, and sales proba-
bly would have plummeted below where they were before Jared 
appeared on the scene. 

As you can see, StorySelling™ is a two-edged sword. It’s truly 
the most powerful weapon in anyone’s personal branding arsenal 
– but you must be careful which narratives you choose. Not only 
that, but once you’ve picked one that will work long term, you 
must be committed to remaining consistent with that narrative. 

Consider the following infamous incidents:

•  Tom Cruise jumping up and down on Oprah’s couch like  
a lunatic and, a few days later, lecturing Matt Lauer about 
psychiatry.

•  Mel Gibson spitting out a drunken anti-Semitic screed at  
a policeman.

• Peewee Herman getting busted in a porn theatre.

All of those moments substantially damaged these stars’ ca-
reers, because they publicly and severely contradicted their 
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StorySelling™ narratives. Suddenly, without much warning, 
Cruise wasn’t the cool in-control guy, Gibson wasn’t the hap-
py-go-lucky action star, and Peewee was no longer suitable for 
children. And since their fans had invested so much into those 
narratives, they felt doubly betrayed when these unpleasant oc-
currences were publicized by the media.

when negAtives don’t MAtter

Of course, StorySelling™ contradictions don’t have to be 
fatal – it really depends on how much credit you have in the 
StorySelling™ bank, so to speak. 

For example, here are three historical figures whose 
StorySelling™ continues to this day, even though they’re no 
longer with us:

•  Mother Teresa - the nun who traveled all over the globe to 
help the neediest people in the most poverty-stricken areas of 
the world.

•  Abraham Lincoln – the American President who saved the 
Union, freed the slaves, and paid the ultimate price.

•  Gandhi – the Indian leader who led his people to  
independence through non-violent means.

The above names conjure up strong, straightforward narratives 
that are simple, authentic, and still relevant, because these three 
people went beyond the call of duty to deal with issues that still 
haunt us today. They also remain highly visible through mov-
ies, books, television documentaries and school courses. They 
not only represent the four key factors of StorySelling™ in very 
powerful ways, they also represent the best of humanity. They 
make the overwhelming majority of us feel good about being 
human beings; we want to believe in their stories. 

Of course, if you examined their actual lives a little more closely, 
you would find the usual human contradictions and complexities 
that all of us share. For example, did you know…
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•  Mother Teresa’s orphanages were investigated for abuse  
and neglect?1

•  Lincoln’s attitudes towards race were so confused (as any-
one’s in the 1800’s would be) that one prominent 1960’s 
historian called him a “white supremacist?” 2

•  Gandhi in his later years slept naked with his grandniece to 
test his willpower (a test we hoped he passed!)?3

Now, all of the above facts are true – but these people’s legends 
are so powerful that a few potentially scandalous pieces of trivia 
can’t do them much harm. We want to believe in them too much 
and they did too much good. But…you don’t have to be Abraham 
Lincoln to keep your image a positive one. 

A little while ago, we asked you to imagine what would have 
happen if Jared had quickly put on some pounds right after Subway 
had hired him. Well, the fact of the matter is he did pork up – ten 
years into his run as a Subway spokesman. There were even a few 
ads where Jared’s waistline was disguised by big bulky coats. 

Subway, showing its skill at StorySelling™, actually turned this 
into a positive – as they had him train for the New york Marathon, 
which gave them an entirely new narrative to StorySell with 
their sandwich star and also guaranteed that he would again be 
svelte and commercial-ready. 

Subway could get away with all that just because it had been a 
decade since Jared had signed on – that was more than enough 
time to prove his weight loss story had been for real. People are 
willing to deal with a lapse or contradiction in a StorySelling™ 
narrative as long as it’s not too severe and it’s addressed in a 
positive way.

1 “Sins of the Missions,” The Guardian, October 14th, 1996
2  Bennett Jr., Leronne, Forced Into Glory: Abraham Lincoln’s White Dream, pp.35 -42, (2000) 

Johnson Publishing Company
3  Parekh, Bhikhu C., Colonialism, Tradition and Reform: An Analysis of Gandhi’s Political 

Discourse, (1999) Sage Publishers
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Just like with any other powerful force, StorySelling™ is awe-
some to use – as long as you can maintain some control over it. 
John McCain couldn’t do that with Joe the Plumber – but, ironi-
cally, Joe the Plumber could control it on his behalf, as he moved 
forward with his StorySelling™ narrative to become a media 
personality in his own right after the election and to this day.

Now – how do you become the “hero” of your own StorySelling™ 
narrative? How do you capture the imagination of your audience?

Turn the page and find out!
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CHAPTER 5

your storyselling™ 
Journey  

Keying into The Ultimate Story

Abandoned by his parents at birth, the young hero was raised by 
a kindly, humble couple in a small village. The father schooled 
the boy in the ways of alchemy, showing him how to put to work 
earthly forces every day in combinations that made astonishing 
things happen.

The boy was transfixed by his father’s talents. And he was fur-
ther entranced when he met another boy, an aspiring alchemist, 
whose talents took the art to a whole new level. Together they 
discussed creating wondrous things. The hero’s mind filled with 
possibilities that the alchemist had never dreamed of – together, 
they could achieve much.

But the young hero regularly got in trouble. His mind blocked 
out the conventional teachings of the community and his irrev-
erent attitude towards authority caused him to question the tried 
and true – the very qualities that fueled his visionary power. 
Disillusioned, the hero sought to find higher meaning in distant 
lands, where he experimented with magic potions that changed 
his consciousness in profound ways. He further sought the ad-
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vice and mentorship of gifted mystics who would open up new 
worlds of thought to the young hero. refreshed and reenergized, 
he returned to his homeland, determined to discover the destiny 
that he felt was calling to him – loudly and insistently. He re-
united with the alchemist and committed himself to his dreams.

The hero had many early successes – but found it difficult to 
manage his newfound power. More ominously, the young hero 
also struggled with the darkness that still lurked in his own con-
sciousness – he found himself at war not only with himself, but 
with those around him. Still, the hero was besieged with follow-
ers who gifted him with riches and accolades. He became the 
unofficial ruler of the community – and was soon overwhelmed 
with his new fame and the obligations it entailed. 

Desperate for help, the hero took on a clever apprentice, wise to 
the ways of the world and able to continue to communicate with 
the hero’s followers in his place. The apprentice was untrust-
worthy, however, and lusted after the hero’s power; he turned 
the hero’s followers against him and the hero was exiled from 
the community he had created. The hero, banished to obscurity, 
was at his low point. His reputation was destroyed and his magic 
had been stolen. 

And then a strange thing happened. Freed of his responsibilities, 
the hero’s spirit grew lighter. He rekindled his youthful passion 
– and began to work with other alchemists to take his visions 
to an entirely new level. Meanwhile, the apprentice who had 
usurped the hero’s mystical throne found whatever magic the 
hero had left behind was weakening. The people turned against 
him – and he too was banished. 

As the hero’s followers began to hear whispered tales of the hero’s 
new achievements, they asked him to return to where he belonged 
– promising to honor him and allow him to continue to pursue his 
visions there for the rest of his life. The hero gladly returned and 
gifted the people with more magic than they had ever imagined 
possible. The community was prosperous and fruitful.
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And we do mean “fruitful.” Because that community’s name 
was Apple. And the hero’s name?

Steve.

the seCret of the ultiMAte story

No, the preceding saga was not a lost chapter from the Lord of 
the Rings trilogy – it was actually a short biography of Steve 
Jobs with a bit of a mystical translation, which we’ll explain 
later in this chapter. 

Now, we went to all this trouble for a reason – and that’s be-
cause, in this chapter, we’re going to reveal exactly why Steve 
Jobs’ story is so compelling to so many people (probably the 
most compelling business bio in recent history, to be honest) 
– and what elements of his story you should be employing in 
yours. In other words, we’re going to begin to detail the actual 
storytelling that goes into effective StorySelling™.

And we’re going to start by revealing the major storytelling se-
crets discovered by a man named Joseph Campbell. If you haven’t 
heard of Campbell, that’s okay. But you’ve probably heard of two 
of his biggest fans – George Lucas and Steven Spielberg, two of 
Hollywood’s all-time great storytellers who studied Joseph Camp-
bell’s works and put his principles into action. 

result? Some of the most successful movies ever made, espe-
cially the Lucas Star Wars movies, which, more than any oth-
er film series, demonstrate the validity of Campbell’s findings 
(and, not-so-coincidentally, are the highest-grossing movies of 
all time – with the Disney company recently paying over four 
billion dollars to Lucas for the rights to make more of them).

So let’s talk about Joseph Campbell – the man who discovered 
what we call “The Ultimate Story.” Campbell, who passed away 
in 1987, was a mythologist who studied the world’s greatest sto-
ries – the stories that had been passed down from generation to 
generation, as discussed in Chapter 1. These are the legends and 
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myths that our ancestors told about heroes, gods and monsters, 
as well as the stories that informed religions, held together cul-
tures and inspired movements.

And here’s the startling fact he discovered about all of them; 
they all basically told the same story. The versions, details and 
the names, of course, changed – but all the narratives followed a 
certain pattern that was set in stone…well, back in the Stone Age.

Campbell called this story “The Hero Myth” or “Monomyth”; 
we like to think of it as “The Ultimate Story,” because it’s the 
tale mankind likes to tell more than any other. It generates an 
incredibly strong psychological pull that’s irresistible to an audi-
ence – which is why Hollywood’s biggest filmmakers like to use 
The Ultimate Story in their epics. And even though those movies 
may seem fantastic and completely irrelevant to our lives (as the 
Star Wars movies would seem to be), they still hit our brains in 
that sweet spot we talked about in Chapter 2.

But why do we react to them so strongly? What makes us get 
so involved with a story set in outer space with spaceship dog-
fights, princesses and giant furry sidekicks? Simple. The plot 
of The Ultimate Story actually reflects universal concerns that 
all of us face throughout our own lives. yes, the conflicts may 
be taking place in outer space, but they’re still similar to chal-
lenges we deal with here on Mother Earth. And we want to see 
the “hero” of The Ultimate Story conquer his problems and suc-
ceed – because that gives us hope that we can do the same. His 
win becomes our win. That’s why the Ultimate Story has such a 
profound effect on all of humanity – and also why it will have a 
profound effect on your audience.

the nine stAges of the ultiMAte story  
the hero’s Journey

It’s time to reveal the basic plot of The Ultimate Story. There is 
no question it will seem familiar to you – you’ve seen countless 
variations of it, as almost every successful story conforms to its 
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parameters. At the same time, you may think to yourself, “This 
has absolutely nothing to do with me or my business.” We just 
ask that you stick with us, because, later in this chapter, we’re 
going to show you why it absolutely does.

To explain The Ultimate Story, we’ve created an outline of it, 
based on Campbell’s book, The Hero with a Thousand Faces. 
Although his Ultimate Story has seventeen stages, we’ve con-
densed, combined and simplified them down to nine for the  
StorySelling™ process. They are:

1)  The Ordinary: We are introduced to our “hero” in his 
home environment. This is usually a very typical or even 
impoverished place. At this point, the hero is as much of 
a “normal” person as possible, so the story listener can 
identify with him as closely as possible (quick note: for 
simplicity’s sake, we’re going to refer to our hero as a 
guy, but we are definitely aware how heroic women can 
be!). What begins to make him extraordinary is…

2)  The Calling: The hero realizes, or is told, what his “des-
tiny” is. It seems intimidating - maybe too much for him 
to handle or something that simply isn’t to his liking, 
which is why he makes…

3)  The Refusal: The hero turns away from his calling at 
first. It seems like there’s no way he will accept what it 
appears he is pre-ordained to do, which is why it’s neces-
sary for…

4)  The intervention: Something significant steps in to 
change his mind. It could be a supernatural experience, 
an older and wiser mentor or some seemingly-random 
event. Whatever it is, it turns his thinking around so that 
he embraces… 

5)  The Beginning: The hero answers the calling and begins 
to gather resources and helpers to fulfill it; he also begins 
to acquire enemies in the process. He gathers what he 
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needs to fulfill his “quest,” but doesn’t quite reach his 
goal, because he must first face…

6)  The Challenge: The hero goes as far as he can in this 
initial phase, until he comes to a standstill. Before he 
can go further, he must overcome something either sig-
nificant that’s either internal or external, or, more likely, 
both. But before that can happen, things get even worse, 
because of… 

7)  The Loss: A horrible event causes a massive setback. It 
looks like all is lost and that the hero’s destiny will never 
be fulfilled, until…

8)  The Rebirth: He finds a way to renew his motivation 
and abilities, perhaps even take them to a whole new 
level. He is “reborn” and ready to continue his “quest.”

9)  The Return: The hero comes back, better than ever, and 
fulfills his goals, which helps everyone around him. In 
other words, a very happy ending.

And that’s it. Sounds like a great movie to watch with the kids, 
right? Well, it’s much more than that… 

…because, believe it or not, no matter what you do or what 
product or service you provide, elements of this Ultimate Story 
will apply to you and can be utilized to StorySell you. There’s a 
reason this Ultimate Story has been so popular over the ages – 
and that’s because, as we already noted, it contains elements that 
are common to every human experience, including yours.

There’s a big reason why Steve Jobs became such a revered fig-
ure in our time – his life actually did mirror this Ultimate Story. 
He became the stuff of legend to the business world (and even 
to consumers who love Apple – how many times have you heard 
them referred to as “fanatics?”). Now, you might say that was 
only because of his massive success, but there are other individ-
uals who have comparable business achievements whose names 
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you’re probably not even familiar with. It’s his story that really 
grabs people – his autobiography is still a huge best seller. 

The fact is Steve Jobs lived a life that unknowingly fulfilled all 
the requirements of Campbell’s Ultimate Story. And we’re about 
to prove it.

the nine stAges of steve JoBs

Let’s go back to the story with which we opened this chapter – 
where we made Steve Jobs sound like somebody you’d find in a 
science fiction movie. We want to go through that story and show 
you how we translated that story into myth, while still staying 
faithful to the facts of Jobs’ life. We’ll do that by going through 
the nine stages that we just discussed, so you can see just how 
well Jobs’ life fit this powerful StorySelling™ template: 

stage 1: the ordinary

Our Story: Abandoned by his parents at birth, the young 
hero was raised by a kindly, humble couple in a small vil-
lage. The father schooled the boy in the ways of alchemy, 
showing him how to put to work every day earthly forces in 
combinations that made astonishing things happen.

The Real Story: Steve Jobs’ mother gave him up for adop-
tion – and a couple in the San Francisco area took him in. 
Jobs had a typical childhood in a middle class suburb; Jobs’ 
adopted father was a mechanic and introduced the boy to 
rudimentary electronics (which we’re calling “alchemy,”) 
giving him the comfort level he needed with technology. 

stage 2: the Calling

Our Story: The boy was transfixed by his father’s talents. 
And he was further entranced when he met another boy, an 
aspiring alchemist, whose talents took the art to a whole new 
level. Together they discussed creating wondrous things. The 
hero’s mind filled with possibilities that the alchemist had 
never dreamed of – together, they could achieve much.
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The Real Story: Steve Jobs hooked up with fellow stu-
dent Steve Wozniak in high school and saw that “Woz” had 
amazing technical abilities; he was already building PC 
computer boards when it was a relatively new technology. 
They began to talk about creating a business together.

stage 3: the refusal

Our Story: But the young hero regularly got in trouble. His 
mind blocked out the conventional teachings of the com-
munity and his irreverent attitude towards authority caused 
him to question the tried and true – the very qualities that 
fueled his visionary power. 

The Real Story: Jobs had dyslexia – which made school 
difficult for him. That, in combination with his anti-estab-
lishment mindset turned him against the “normal” suburban 
values. He dropped out of college, determined to find some 
meaning elsewhere, even if it meant leaving his ambitions 
behind.

stage 4: the intervention

Our Story: Disillusioned, the hero sought to find higher 
meaning in distant lands, where he experimented with magic 
potions that changed his consciousness in profound ways. 
He further sought the advice and mentorship of gifted mys-
tics who would open up new worlds of thought to the young 
hero.

The Real Story: At this point, Steve Jobs went on a seven 
month retreat to India in search of a Hindu master who, he 
discovered upon arrival, had recently died. He took several 
LSD trips there. He also became a practitioner of Zen Bud-
dhism and actually returned with his head shaved, wearing 
Indian clothing. He later termed this period as one of the 
most important of his life, because it completely transformed 
his thought process.
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stage 5: the Beginning 

Our Story: Refreshed and re-energized, he returned to his 
homeland, determined to discover the destiny that he felt 
was calling to him – loudly and insistently. He reunited with 
the alchemist and committed himself to his dreams.

The Real Story: Jobs returned to the Silicon Valley and 
worked with Woz at Atari, the video game company. After 
working on some projects together, they co-founded Apple 
and built the first Apple computer with an investment by a 
former Intel manager.

stage 6: the Challenge

Our Story: The hero had many early successes – but found 
it difficult to manage his newfound power. More ominously, 
the young hero also struggled with the darkness that still 
lurked in his own consciousness – he found himself at war 
not only with himself, but with those around him. Still, the 
hero was besieged with followers who gifted him with riches 
and accolades. He became the unofficial ruler of the com-
munity – and was soon overwhelmed with his new fame and 
the obligations it entailed. 

The Real Story: Apple began to gather a large cult follow-
ing, but Jobs’ perfectionism and his occasional arrogance 
alienated a lot of people at the company. His standing in the 
computer world grew, but he had difficulties balancing his 
business responsibilities and his single-minded obsession 
with creating revolutionary products.

stage 7: the loss

Our Story: Desperate for help, the hero took on a clever ap-
prentice, wise to the ways of the world and able to continue 
to communicate with the hero’s followers in his place. The 
apprentice was untrustworthy, however, and lusted after the 
hero’s power; he turned the hero’s followers against him and 
the hero was exiled from the community he had created. The 
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hero, banished to obscurity, was at his low point. His reputa-
tion was destroyed and his magic had been stolen. 

The Real Story: Jobs hired PepsiCo Marketing Director 
John Sculley to be the new CEO of Apple; he would run 
the business and Jobs could continue to focus on the prod-
ucts. Sculley, however, thought Jobs spent too much money 
and was too mercurial to be controlled – and convinced the 
Apple board to fire Jobs from his own company. 

stage 8: rebirth

Our Story: And then a strange thing happened. Freed of 
the pressures of his responsibilities, the hero’s spirit grew 
lighter. He rekindled his youthful passion – and began to 
work with other alchemists to take his visions to an entirely 
new level. Meanwhile, the apprentice who had usurped the 
hero’s mystical throne found whatever magic the hero had 
left behind was weakening. The people turned against him – 
and he too was banished. 

The Real Story: Jobs founded a new company and began to 
experiment with new computer technology. He also funded 
a new start-up to produce new computer-generated animated 
films – it would later be renamed Pixar. Meanwhile, Apple 
floundered without Jobs’ influence – Sculley was fired and a 
new CEO was brought in.

stage 9: the return

Our Story: As the hero’s followers began to hear whis-
pered tales of the hero’s new achievements, they asked him 
to return to where he belonged – promising to honor him 
and allow him to continue to pursue his visions there for 
the rest of his life. 

The hero gladly returned and gifted the people with more 
magic than they had ever imagined possible. The commu-
nity was prosperous and fruitful.
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The Real Story: Apple bought Jobs’ new business and 
brought him back to the company, eventually making him 
the CEO. Jobs came up with the iPod, the iPhone and the 
iPad and turned Apple into the biggest company in the 
world. Oh, and Pixar also became the most successful stu-
dio in the world. 

you can see how the Jobs biography fits perfectly into Camp-
bell’s “Ultimate Story” structure – you can also see how eas-
ily his story can be retold as an ancient myth, just by changing 
some key words, but leaving the basic ideas intact. And that’s 
the point. The Ultimate Story works for all situations and for 
every setting and era. 

And it can work for your story.

yes, you’re not Steve Jobs – none of us are, he was a one-of-a-
kind individual—just like you are. But, we do understand that 
his story is now finished, and yours isn’t, since we hope you’re 
still breathing while you’re reading this! 

That’s why, in the next chapter, we’re going to give you some 
“bite-size” versions of The Ultimate Story that you can put to 
work for you – so you can be the Luke Skywalker or Princess 
Leia of your Celebrity Brand.
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CHAPTER 6

the four Most  
effeCtive  

storyselling™ Plots 
Choosing your Narrative  

So this young actor was down to his last dime. Although he had 
gotten a few decent roles in movies, he still wasn’t making the 
rent. He had hocked his wife’s jewelry and even acted in a soft-
core porn movie in a desperate attempt to stay afloat while he 
worked on his career.

But now he had an idea for a movie - a great movie. He was de-
termined to write the screenplay. He knew it would turn things 
around. First, however, he needed a few bucks. He went out on 
the street and sold his dog. It was about all he had left and he 
only got fifty bucks for it.

He returned to his crummy apartment and kept typing for over 
24 hours straight – not stopping until he had finished the script. 
He knew a producing team that liked him and would read it 
when it was done – so he wanted to waste no time. He hurried 
over to their offices with the pages.
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They read it. And they went crazy over it. They offered him over 
a hundred thousand dollars for it – more money than he had ever 
seen in his life.

And he said, “Fine…as long as I play the lead.”

The producers looked at him like he was nuts. Was this guy seri-
ous? He was a nobody. They couldn’t make him the star. 

But he wouldn’t budge.

Meanwhile, the producers showed the script to a couple of stu-
dios to make sure it was commercial. The studios loved it too – 
and they wanted to make it, as long as an established star played 
the lead. They passed it around – some of the biggest superstars 
at the time expressed interest. The producers went back to the 
actor and said, “Look, Paul Newman wants to be in this thing. 
We’ll up the price. you can be in the next thing you write. But 
sell this one to us now.”

The actor, who wasn’t quite sure where his next meal was coming 
from, again refused. Either he played the lead – or he didn’t sell.

Finally, the producers backed down. They loved the script too 
much – and they decided they could make the movie for a low 
enough budget that they could at least make their money back. 
They made the deal – the actor starred in the movie – and the 
film’s success took the world by storm.

If you haven’t guessed by now, the movie was Rocky and the 
actor was Sylvester Stallone. Tony robbins, among other mo-
tivational speakers, has used this story over and over again to 
demonstrate the power of positive thinking and why you have to 
commit yourself to your goals. Stallone’s struggle to realize his 
dreams was an inspiration to everyone who heard it.

Only one problem with all this…the story is almost completely 
fabricated.

When the first “rocky” film was released way back in 1976, 
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the above saga of Stallone’s difficulties was a major part of the 
movie’s publicity campaign. In every interview regarding the 
film, Stallone and the producers would dutifully recite it in con-
vincing detail; rocky, the story of a down and out underdog 
boxer, was seen as an amazing parallel to Stallone’s actual life. 

And nobody questioned it – until thirty years later, when Gabe 
Sumner, then marketing director of United Artists, spilled the 
beans (and the producers and other studio execs confirmed his 
story). Stallone, in reality, was a working actor who had never 
insisted on playing the title part in his screenplay; however, the 
producers had a deal that allowed them to make any movie with 
a budget of less than a million dollars, and Rocky fit the bill. 
Why not put the guy in the lead? They had little to lose and 
couldn’t afford a real star. 

And, even though they thought the finished film was a knockout, 
they knew selling Rocky to the movie-going public was going to 
be an uphill battle and that they needed a gimmick. Having Stal-
lone present the film to critics with his own trumped-up story 
was that gimmick. For that story to work, however, it had to be 
effective and had to resonate with the audience – which it did, 
big time. As Sumner said of the effort, “I don’t have to tell you 
how the press feeds on the underdog story…they ate up the idea 
that this actor loved his work so much…It all became part of the 
underdog fabric that brought people in. Period. They just totally 
bought into it.”1 (Italics are ours.)

Now - wouldn’t it be great to have people buy into you with the 
same level of enthusiasm? Without you having to make up a 
story?

It can be done. In this chapter, we’re going to look at some 
specific StorySelling™ plotlines the Italian Stallion’s handlers 
keyed into that made his publicity campaign a champ – and how 
you can make them work for you.

1  Alex Ben Block, “The Untold Story: ‘rocky’ Underdog Origin a Studio Myth,”  
Hollywood Today, December 20th, 2006
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the greAt BAsiC Plots of literAture

In the last chapter, we explained “The Ultimate Story” – the nar-
rative that all of mankind’s major myths, legends and stories fol-
low. Now, as we mentioned then, that narrative is a little too long 
and complex for most StorySelling™ purposes. That’s why we 
are now going to break down that Ultimate Story into smaller 
plotlines that still have the same kind of primal power in terms 
of its impact on people – and can also be more easily utilized for 
Celebrity Branding. 

We’re going to begin that process by discussing the stories de-
scribed by author Christopher Booker in his book, Seven Basic 
Plots: Why We Tell Stories. Booker went beyond just myths and 
analyzed the most memorable literature, as well as movies and 
TV shows, to uncover the seven plots that were most frequently 
employed to the greatest success with readers and audiences. 

Those seven plots are as follows:

1) overcoming the Monster
The “Overcoming the Monster” plotline is pretty simple 
- the hero discovers something evil threatening his home-
land and must go out and conquer it. This covers anything 
from a knight going out to slay a dragon to James Bond 
going after Goldfinger.

2) rags to riches
In the late 19th century, the American writer Horatio Alger 
made a career out of this plot, with a series of novels about 
young boys born into poverty and achieving amazing suc-
cess. It’s still a hugely popular storyline in this country, 
if not THE most popular. Such modern mega-celebrities 
as Oprah Winfrey remain a source of fascination precisely 
because of their journey from incredibly humble roots.

3) the Quest
In The Quest, the hero must leave behind everyday life and 
go out and seek an object, person, location or just some 
information that’s vital to his or his community’s future. 
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The Lord of the Rings trilogy and the Indiana Jones movies 
both exemplify this time-honored storyline.

4) the voyage
In “The Voyage,” the hero finds himself sent to a magical 
place, where everyday rules are no longer in play. At first, 
the trip is fun until something dark makes itself known, 
which the hero must conquer. In the process, he or she 
overcomes some internal problem, and then returns home. 
Prime examples of this plot are The Wizard of Oz and 
Gulliver’s Travels, and even the children’s classic, Where 
the Wild Things Are. More modern examples would be In-
ception and even The Devil Wears Prada.

5) Comedy
This is a pretty obvious category. We’ve all seen enough 
comedies to know they’re usually about situations that 
are...well, funny; big misunderstandings or people out of 
their element trying to pull something off they shouldn’t 
try to attempt or pretending to be something they’re not. 
Think of Woody Allen in his early films faking it as a la-
dies’ man, or, more recently, Will Ferrell being the buffoon 
in any number of scenarios (half of an ice skating team in 
Blades of Glory, an egotistical newscaster in Anchorman, 
etc.). 

6) tragedy
Tragedy, of course, is the other side of comedy - it’s all 
about the unhappy ending and involves very bad things 
happening to the protagonist, frequently including his or 
her death. Shakespeare was big on tragedy - Romeo and Ju-
liet, Hamlet and Macbeth are all plays where pretty much 
everybody we like dies. These days, movies like Scarface 
and Goodfellas serve as our modern-day tragedies.

7) rebirth
rebirth is the storyline that snatches triumph from the 
jaws of the tragic defeat. It’s Ebenezer Scrooge buying the 
Cratchit family a turkey on Christmas morning in A Christ-
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mas Carol, it’s the town of Bedford Falls giving Jimmy 
Stewart the money he needs at the end of It’s a Wonderful 
Life, and of course, in the most epic (and in our opinion 
the most significant!) of all rebirths, it’s Jesus rising up on 
Easter morning in The Bible. rebirth is the overcoming of 
overwhelming negative events or conditions in a way that 
gives the viewer or reader hope and inspiration.

Now, you may have noticed that we just described seven Basic 
Plots – but the title of this chapter only refers to four StorySelling™ 
Plots. That’s because two of these plots don’t always work the 
way we’d like them to for overall StorySelling™ – while two 
other plots, we believe, should be combined into one. 

We’ll start with the two plots that don’t always work for 
StorySelling™: Comedy and Tragedy. When you’re done telling 
your brand story, do you really want to leave your audience 
laughing at you – or feeling sorry for you? Not really. A personal 
brand, especially one linked to your business, has to create 
reasons to buy from you – or, at the very least, motivate someone 
to want to pursue a professional relationship with you on some 
level. Neither Comedy nor Tragedy really can accomplish that 
in a meaningful way. 

However, there is no denying that you can use elements of these 
two plots in your branding; we routinely do just that in the brand-
ing films we make for our clients. There’s nothing wrong with 
delivering a laugh or a tear along the way – it just shouldn’t be 
your end destination. 

Similarly, both can be used to burnish an already-existing Celeb-
rity Brand. It’s quite all right for Donald Trump to be the center 
of a Comedy Central Comedy roast – his brand easily accom-
modates that. Many a celebrity has also used Tragedy to seize 
the spotlight – how many People magazine cover stories have 
you seen where a star admits to a drug addiction or discusses a 
horrifying personal situation “for the first time?” Again, how-
ever, these are cases where the Celebrity Brand is already firmly 
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in place and can get a boost from these StorySelling™ detours.

Finally, the two plots that we believe should be combined are 
The Quest and The Voyage. That’s because, again, you must 
look at the endgame of any StorySelling™ plotline; The Voy-
age doesn’t quite have one, unless it’s combined with a Quest. 
In other words, if your StorySelling™ involves you entering 
a strange new world, you should be entering that strange new 
world for a reason. 

the finAl four

Here, then, are what we consider to be the four most effective 
StorySelling™ Plots:

1) overcoming the Monster

2) rags to riches

3) the Quest

4) rebirth

Now, let’s delve into this Final Four in more detail to show how 
Stallone capitalized on them - and how you can too.

storyselling™ Plot #1: overcoming the Monster

How Stallone used it: In Stallone’s StorySelling™ scenario, 
the monster he overcame was Hollywood itself – the massive 
entertainment industry was not going to let a virtual unknown 
star in a film and damage its box office fortunes. He set up a 
true David vs. Goliath confrontation that he, improbably, won 
– and which would make the public root for Stallone, just as 
if he had “gone the distance” in the ring with the heavyweight 
champion, as his character rocky did in the movie.

How you can use it: How might this plot pertain to your 
Celebrity Brand? Simple. There are plenty of “monsters” 
that your potential clients and customers want to see de-
stroyed - it’s just a matter of identifying the ones that fit into 
your profession or life story. Perhaps you took on the estab-
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lishment in some significant way to come out on top – for 
example, if you’re a tax lawyer, you may have won a huge 
case against the IrS’ mammoth bureaucracy. Or you’re a 
financial advisor who saw what the crash of 2008 (another 
“monster”) did to innocent people - and you set out to build 
an investment strategy that safeguards against that happen-
ing. There are many ways to go with this plotline that would 
pay off for any business.

storyselling™ Plot #2: rags to riches

How Stallone used it: It’s very easy to see how the manu-
factured Stallone story keyed into this attractive narrative 
– the publicity machine portrayed him as being so broke 
that he had to sell his dog! Not only that, but he was also 
portrayed as rejecting a six figure payday to hang on to his 
dream – which made his success story all the more sweet to 
the audience.

How you can use it: This is perhaps the easiest plot to 
translate to StorySelling™, since it’s such a universal ex-
perience. Most entrepreneurs started with virtually noth-
ing and built their businesses from scratch – and they have 
plenty of stories to illustrate that point. Even if you come 
from well-off circumstances, you probably still have stories 
of the difficulties in beginning your business. For example, 
our Emmy-nominated branded film, “Car Men,” spotlight-
ed car dealer Tracy Myers, whose dad owned his car lot be-
fore him. If you think there’s not much of a rags-to-riches 
quality to that, you’re wrong – because his dad made him 
start at the bottom, washing cars, and work his way up just 
like any other newbie.

storyselling™ Plot #3: the Quest

How Stallone used it: Stallone’s quest was obvious – he 
not only wanted to sell his screenplay, he wanted to star 
in the movie as well. In the StorySelling™ narrative, he 
was portrayed as facing numerous incredible obstacles in 
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his struggle to succeed at his Quest. When anyone is in pur-
suit of a dream, and is willing to face all kinds of hardship 
to reach that goal, we identify with that person and want a 
happy ending; we root for his or her success.

How you can use it: First ask yourself, did you undergo 
a quest of your own to find something unique and special 
to add to your business? We know personal development 
experts, for example, who promote the fact that they trav-
eled the world to discover the most innovative and effective 
meditation techniques. If you had to search for the perfect 
location or the most powerful product or service to sell, 
or even just to be the best at what you do, that could be 
your version of The Quest. Understanding what you went 
through to find what is most vital about what you do also 
gives an appreciation of that process, as well as an appre-
ciation of the value of your business. That creates a desire 
in consumers to buy this wonderful “something.” 

storyselling™ Plot #4: rebirth

How Stallone used it: The Stallone StorySelling™ effort pic-
tured him as completely “dead” career-wise, after having had 
roles in several Hollywood movies – he wouldn’t sell his script 
unless he could star in it, so the movie industry was ready to 
completely turn its back on him, leaving him destitute and 
without any possibilities for a turnaround. When they finally 
agreed to his demand, and the movie went on to become an 
Oscar-winner, you could definitely say Stallone was reborn. 

How you can use it: Look no further than the 2012 Super 
Bowl for a prime example of using the rebirth paradigm 
to power up a brand. When Clint Eastwood walked down a 
dark alley to sell the comeback of Chrysler, it created such a 
powerful moment that the commercial became an instant po-
litical controversy. And it’s not the first time Chrysler pulled 
off the rebirth trick to great effect - way back in the 1980’s, 
then-CEO Lee Iacocca promoted the brand in commercials 
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after the car company came back from bankruptcy. 

rebirth is an amazing StorySelling™ plot if you’ve gone through 
tough times and made it back to success. you can see this plot 
in the Steve Jobs story we told in the last chapter – when he was 
fired from his own company, but came back bigger than ever. 
That kind of triumph inspires people and makes them want to 
listen to what you have to say. That’s why rebirth is a powerful 
and potent plot to use for Celebrity Branding, when it fits your 
circumstances.

As you can see through the Sylvester Stallone example, 
you can use elements of all four of these basic plots in your 
StorySelling™, in addition to those of Comedy and Tragedy. The 
main thing to keep in mind is that at least one of these four plots 
should figure prominently in the story you tell – and provide the 
basic narrative on which you can hang the rest of your branding 
story. Simplicity is important, which is why we boiled all the 
plot points of The Ultimate Story down to this quartet.

And, by the way, all four of those plots share an important attribute 
that we believe is primarily responsible for their effectiveness in 
StorySelling™: They are all about the overcoming of obstacles 
to achieve a rewarding conclusion. Whether you’ve overcoming 
the monster, working out of poverty to achieve wealth, leaping 
over all the hurdles that stand between you and the object of your 
Quest, or surviving sudden ruin to regain success, you are always 
overcoming. And you’re always beating the odds. 

And that act of overcoming is what makes these four plots so 
universal and so appealing. Life is a constant battle in many 
ways, a battle that these four plots represent in different ways. 
When you’re honest about your struggles, your audience relates 
– and when you triumph over them, your audience stands up and 
cheers…

…just like at the end of (what else?)…a Rocky movie! 
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CHAPTER 7

your storyselling™  
logline  

The First Step to your Narrative  

So the head of the hip, cutting-edge ad agency was stymied. His 
client was just beginning to turn around his company’s staid im-
age – and was counting on the agency’s new group of TV spots 
to complete its return to greatness.

And the head of the agency was very pleased with the work his 
creative team had done. They had produced six different com-
mercials with six different scenarios, but a common dynamic 
feel to them. He knew the spots would break through the clut-
ter and deliver the message the company desperately needed to 
deliver.

The only problem was that the agency couldn’t think of what 
words to use to deliver that message. It had to be a catchy, simple 
slogan that brought together all the different commercials with a 
powerful unifying vision.

But nobody could come up with the words that worked the way 
he wanted them to work. Which meant they didn’t really have a 
finished campaign yet.
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Now, it was almost midnight and the agency head was begin-
ning to panic. They had to have the slogan in place tomorrow to 
show the client. So he paced around at home trying to think of 
something - anything - that might work.

And for some reason Norman Mailer came to mind.

He had recently read Mailer’s Pulitzer Prize-winning book, The 
Executioner’s Song about the murderer Gary Gilmore, who Mail-
er had gotten to know when the convict was on death row. And he 
suddenly remembered what Gilmore’s last words were before they 
flicked on the switch of the electric chair where he was seated.

“Let’s do it,” Gilmore had said.

The agency head remembered those words and how brave they 
had seemed to him, even coming from the mouth of a ruthless 
killer. It was a strong statement. And it seemed to him like it was 
exactly the kind of statement they needed.

But “Let’s” was wrong. Everything wasn’t a group activity.

It should be “Just.” “Just do it.”

He thought that just might work for Nike.

Believe it or not, the above is a totally true story. Dan Wieden, 
one of the partners in the innovative Wieden Kennedy ad agency 
(the ad agency’s work propelled Nike to be named “Advertiser 
of the year” twice at the Cannes Film Festival, the only com-
pany ever to have that honor), was completely stuck for a Nike 
slogan – until he remembered Gary Gilmore’s last words.

But that’s not how the creation of “Just Do It” was told for about 
twenty years. For obvious reasons, Wieden and Nike didn’t 
think it was a great idea to make public the fact that Nike’s fa-
mous slogan was inspired by a cold-blooded murderer. Instead, 
Wieden just said it came about by accident in a meeting with 
Phil Knight, the head of Nike – until he finally admitted the truth 
in a documentary a few years ago.
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the lowdown on loglines

Wieden had to find a way to verbalize the image he and Nike 
wanted to project; it certainly wasn’t easy, but it proved to be 
worth the effort. Even though the words came from a very un-
usual source, “Just Do It,” of course, became one of the most 
well-known advertising slogans of the past few decades. 

As you can see, trying to sum up the appeal of a brand can be 
a very tricky, difficult business; even though you only need to 
come up with a few words, they have to be the right words in 
order to convey the uniqueness of your brand. But until you’re 
able to do it, it’s going to be virtually impossible to use the pow-
er of StorySelling™ to your advantage. 

In this chapter, we want you to take the first step towards build-
ing your StorySelling™ narrative – and that process begins with 
identifying your StorySelling™ “logline.” If you don’t know 
what a logline is, it’s a short one-to-three sentence encapsulation 
of the plot of a movie or TV show that’s used to quickly sum 
it up – a little longer than an advertising tagline like “Let’s Do 
It,” but just as vital to defining what your Celebrity Brand is all 
about.

If you ever visit the movie and television indexing site, IMDB.
com, you’ll find millions of examples of loglines. Here are a 
couple of examples: 

The CBS comedy 2 Broke Girls: “Two young women waitress-
ing at a greasy spoon diner strike up an unlikely friendship in 
the hopes of launching a successful business - if only they can 
raise the cash.”

The Leonardo DiCaprio thriller, Inception: “In a world where 
technology exists to enter the human mind through dream inva-
sion, a highly skilled thief is given a final chance at redemption 
which involves executing his toughest job to date: Inception.”

As you can see in both of the above cases, a logline defines the 
main character(s), the situation – and the challenge. you need to do 
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something similar with your logline. you’ll probably need a few 
more words than Dan Wieden ended up using, because you’re tell-
ing more of a story – but again, it still needs to be the right story. 

the oBituAry test

So - how do you go about figuring out what the right logline is 
for your brand?

Don’t worry, we’re here to help. 

We’ve discovered an incredibly useful exercise that will help 
you narrow your story down to its most important elements; it 
was created by author Klaus Fog and it’s called “The Obituary 
Test”1 (…yes, we know we started this chapter with Gary Gilm-
ore and now we’re talking about obituaries, but, believe me, we 
don’t mean to be morbid!). 

The Obituary Test is best summed up by the lyrics in Joni Mitch-
ell’s classic song, “Big yellow Taxi” – “you don’t know what 
you’ve got ‘til it’s gone.” In other words, what would your cli-
ents and customers miss the most about you if you were sudden-
ly no longer around? By considering what your absence would 
mean to the people who buy from you, you can more easily un-
cover what’s important about your story – because you’re forced 
to identify what elements are the most crucial and compelling 
about your personal brand. This, in turn, helps you immensely 
in creating your StorySelling™ logline.

The exercise itself is simple – just write your “obituary,” as if 
you were no longer with us (maybe get somebody to send you 
flowers to put you in the mood). As you do so, keep in mind the 
following questions:

•  What’s the biggest thing your business will be  
remembered for?

•  What about the way you ran your business will be  
the most missed?

1 Klaus Fog, Storytelling: Branding in Practice, (Springer Heidelberg Dordrecht 2010), p. 72 



9595

yOUR STORySEllINg lOglINE – ThE FIRST STEP TO yOUR NARRATIvE  

•  Which customers will miss you the most and why?

•  How were you different from others in the same  
business as you? 

Most importantly, be honest and factual when you write your 
obituary – only write what your customers and clients would 
actually know and remember about you. And don’t be embar-
rassed - nobody else has to see it except you (although it would 
be great if you shared it with people you trust and who know you 
well, to get their honest reactions). 

you should also put some effort into creating the correct head-
line for your obituary – the first thing customers would write 
about you, based on your professional image. Because that is 
going to be your “Just Do It” moment. So go ahead and write 
that obituary. We’ll wait. Take your time, we’ll just check our 
email and maybe update Facebook…

Okay, all done? 

Good. Now….we want you to write that obituary again. 

Don’t groan, this is our own twist on The Obituary Test and we 
think it’s really the key to making it work - because this time, we 
want you to write your obituary the way yOU would like it to 
read. In other words, don’t write it based on how your customers 
currently perceive you – but, instead, based on how you want to 
be perceived by them. 

Let’s use some make-believe obituary headlines as an example of 
what we’re talking about. Let’s say you’re an investment consul-
tant…and maybe, if your obit was printed today, it might read:

LOCAL FINANCIAL PLANNER DIES; SERVED  
CLIENTS FOR 23 YEARS

But maybe you’d like it to read…

LOCAL FINANCIAL PLANNER SAFEGUARDED AND 
GREW CLIENTS’ FORTUNES FOR DECADES
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you can see the difference. The first headline is just a descrip-
tion; the second headline tells a story. 

Here are a few other examples of obituary headlines that would 
reflect a lifetime of successful StorySelling™: 

CEO BATTLED CHILDHOOD POVERTY TO  
BUILD SUCCESSFUL BUSINESS

INTERNET MARKETER MADE CLIENTS  
INTO MILLIONAIRES

INNOVATIVE DENTIST USED CUTTING-EDGE  
TECHNOLOGY TO HELP PATIENTS

REAL ESTATE AGENT’S CHARITY WORK BONDED 
HER TO COMMUNITY AND CLIENTS

you see what we mean? These headlines differentiate their 
subjects and make them more than just another professional. 
They’re known for something specific and beneficial that they 
accomplish. So go ahead. Work on that second obituary. It’s 
okay, we’ll go return a few phone calls…

Finished with the second one? Awesome. Now, take a look 
at the first one you wrote and compare it with your second 
one. If they’re pretty similar, you’re in good shape; if they’re 
very different, however, you’re looking at the distance that 
StorySelling™ will need to transport your Celebrity Brand. you 
want to get it to a place where that second obituary is the default 
perception customers have about you; it’s that perception that 
will not only bond them more strongly to you or your company, 
but also attract a multitude of new clients on a consistent basis. 

Now, many of you may have had difficulty coming up with that 
second obit. you weren’t sure what to write – or aren’t happy 
with what you ended up writing. Whatever the case is, we assure 
you, you’re not alone; remember Dan Wieden pacing the floor 
at midnight. So, if you’re having trouble coming up with your 
logline, let’s drill a little deeper and see if we strike oil. 
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loglines of the riCh And fAMous

If you are at a loss for words with your logline, your next step 
should be to review all your options so you can “shop and com-
pare.” Then you can more easily make a final decision on what 
elements you want to use. 

remember, whatever your logline ends up being, it will need to 
have in place the following four elements (discussed at length in 
Chapter 4) in order to be effective:

1) Simplicity 

2) Authenticity

3) Visibility2

4) Relevancy

Also remember that your logline should be represented in some 
way in almost everything you do moving forward. Let’s talk 
about two business legends where that’s exactly the case - here’s 
how their loglines might read:

Donald Trump: A blunt, straight-talking billionaire, a guy who’s 
the master of the “Art of the Deal,” takes on celebrities and poli-
ticians alike as he aggressively expands his business brand and 
empire.

Richard Branson: A brash youthful business mogul who enjoys 
exploration and extreme sports constantly pushes the envelope 
with sexy new ventures and exciting new adventures. 

We think you’ll agree that Trump and Branson’s loglines follow 
them wherever they go and whatever they do; you’d never con-
fuse the two business moguls, that’s for sure. 

For example, when Donald Trump shows up somewhere, he de-
mands to be the center of attention; he also carries with him 
the aura of being the savviest and richest guy in the room, and  

2  Visibility will most likely be something you’ll have to create down the line, so don’t worry a 
great deal about that at the moment.
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he always gives the impression of shooting right from the hip 
whenever he speaks. Every deal he talks about doing is going to 
be “huge” and everybody who disagrees with him is a “moron” 
or an “idiot.” It’s not the way we do business, but he certainly 
makes it work for him.

Branson, in contrast, positions himself as the business version 
of James Bond; as a matter of fact, he arranged to have a cameo 
appearance in Casino Royale by loaning the producers a plane 
for the movie. He once arrived at a Miami Beach press confer-
ence in a speedboat flanked by a couple of bikini-clad beauties 
and puts a premium on showcasing his involvement in extreme 
sports and other outdoor adventures. When you think of Branson 
or his Virgin brand, you think of something that’s daring, differ-
ent and even fun.

Both Trump and Branson have successfully merged their per-
sonal brands with their professional brands to the point where 
they are inseparable. That makes them stand out from the herd 
and attracts investors to their projects and media attention to 
their every move. 

Now – let’s help you do the same.

develoPing your logline

your logline can focus on one of several different aspects of 
your personal and professional life, depending on what works 
best for your Celebrity Brand. In this section, we’re going to ask 
you some questions – six of them to be exact. your answers will 
hopefully help you identify the key points that make you stand 
out – and that will attract others to your story. 

• Question #1: What have you done?

Personal stories of overcoming hardship and/or outstanding 
accomplishment are always valuable to a Celebrity Brand. 

Fans of the legendary motivational speaker and author Zig 
Ziglar, who recently passed away, knew and loved his per-
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sonal story: the 10th of 11 children whose father died when 
he was six and only realized his potential when a supervisor 
motivated him to greatness in his salesman job. 

Similarly, Dan Kennedy, a direct marketing legend that 
we’ll discuss in greater detail later in this book, has exploit-
ed his background as a copywriting genius who took on 
the advertising establishment with his famous “No B.S.” 
approach. He tells his “herd” that he’s the living proof that 
there’s more than one way to sell successfully.

And, by the way, some people use elements of their back-
grounds that don’t really have anything at all to do with 
their current professions. For example, one of our clients 
is a real estate investment expert in Canada who used to 
be a policeman; he now positions himself as “The Wealthy 
Cop,” in spite of the fact that law enforcement has precious 
little to do with buying and selling homes. It doesn’t matter 
though – because people (a) remember who he is because 
of that nickname and (b) trust him more because he was a 
policeman. 

• Question #2: Who are you?

We’re looking for more than your name here – we’re looking 
for personal qualities you possess that make you stand out 
from others like you.

Think of President ronald reagan’s old nickname – “The 
Great Communicator.” His “brand” was his ability to convey 
complex information in simple terms everyone could under-
stand and relate to. Think of legendary soul singer James 
Brown’s designation as “The Hardest Working Man in Show 
Business” – meaning you knew that when you went to see 
his show, you would see a show. 

So - what about you makes you distinct? And remember, it 
could be as simple as something you wear (remember Larry 
King and his suspenders night after night?).



100100

StorySelling

• Question #3: What’s your title?

When Michael Jackson was at his peak, MTV desperately 
wanted to have him on an awards show. He said, “Sure – if 
you agree to call me ‘The King of Pop’ every time you refer 
to me.” MTV shrugged and said, “Whatever” – they didn’t 
care, as long as he showed. result? People began to call him 
“The King of Pop” everywhere he appeared and that’s how he 
was referred to in the press when he died. 

Even though it’s a title he created for himself!

So, we guess, the real question here shouldn’t be “What’s 
your title?” – but, “What do you want your title to be?” If 
it actually fits your situation, as it did with Jackson, you can 
make it stick. Another one of our clients, richard Seppala, 
helps small companies realize more money from their mar-
keting, so he calls himself “The rOI Guy.” That’s his title and 
that’s how people remember him.

• Question #4: How is your product or service different?

Another compelling logline you may be able to write could 
have to do with an innovative product or service that sets you 
apart from the competition. For instance, we know who Colo-
nel Sanders was because his KFC chain used his “top-secret” 
chicken recipe to StorySell their authenticity and food quality; 
similarly, entrepreneur Wally Amos used his personality and 
his delicious cookie recipe to StorySell his “Famous Amos” 
cookie line (and what’s interesting about both men is that they 
both sold out to other companies, who continued to StorySell 
them even after they were no longer involved!). 

So how is your product or service different? Is it faster 
(think of the 5 Minute Car Wash)? Is it bigger (Burger King 
is “Home of the Whopper,” after all)? Is it just simply better 
(“It’s not TV. It’s HBO.”)? If it really stands out, you’re the 
person who made it stand out – and that makes you more 
impressive in your logline.
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• Question #5: What’s your attitude?

In 1911, Thomas Watson was tired of sitting through unin-
spiring business meetings – so one day, he just got up, walked 
over to the easel and wrote the word, “THINK” in big let-
ters on the paper. Three years later, when he started IBM, he 
remembered that moment and made that word a single word 
slogan that is still used to represent the business machine gi-
ant today (their company magazine is called Think).

Almost a century later, when Steve Jobs was ready to take 
over Apple again in 1997, he wanted a similar impactful 
statement to define his company – so he launched a multi-
million dollar campaign around two words: “Think Differ-
ent.” Many saw it as a direct response to IBM’s one word. 

Whatever the case, both men used their basic philosophy 
– or attitude - as the underpinning for their loglines. Even 
Nike’s modified Gary Gilmore line, “Just Do It,” is all about 
attitude. Maybe your particular approach makes you memo-
rable – if so, tap into it.

• Question #6: What do you promise?

FedEx pledges that they’ll deliver to “The World on Time.” 
The U.S. Postal Service, in contrast, says, “If It Fits, It 
Ships.” Meanwhile, UPS insists that nobody’s better than 
them at “Logistics.” Three different delivery systems all fo-
cusing on different benefits - or promises. 

Many successful brands and businesses have been built on 
promises – such as the Domino’s Pizza chain, with their guar-
antee that deliveries would come in “30 Minutes or Less” 
promise (a promise they had to abandon after too many driv-
ers, desperate to make their deadlines, got into dangerous ac-
cidents) and Wal-Mart with “Always Low Prices, Always.” 

So - what promise can you (or do you) consistently deliver on? 
Is it strong enough to be a part of your logline?
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These are the main crucial areas you can explore to create your 
own logline. Some of these areas overlap and you may end up 
tapping into more than one of them for your final composition 
(as long as you keep it simple!). 

Now, only you can decide what is the right logline for your  
StorySelling™ narrative. Again, however, it’s useful to do a re-
ality check by showing your choice to friends and associates, as 
well as any branding consultants you might employ, to ensure 
your logline is both authentic and impactful. remember - just 
because it works for you doesn’t necessarily mean it will work 
for your customers, so feedback is essential. 

Once you’ve decided on your logline, consider it the foundation 
of your StorySelling™ efforts; from here, you’ll build an overall 
narrative that strengthens your Celebrity Brand and allows you to 
create powerful extensions of that brand that will carry through 
into everything you do on a professional – and sometimes, per-
sonal – level (just as Trump’s and Branson’s brands do).

In the next chapter, we’ll explore how you put together that narra-
tive. And don’t worry, it won’t end up being your obituary – it’ll 
be more like your Celebrity Branding® birth announcement!
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CHAPTER 8

the storytelling  
Behind storyselling™ 

Six Marvelous Steps to  
Implementing your Narrative  

So Stanley Lieber, at the age of 17, had no idea what to do with 
his life. Fortunately, however, he could at least earn a paycheck, 
thanks to the time-honored practice of nepotism. His uncle 
owned a comic book company and installed the young man in 
the offices as an assistant in 1939. Stanley saw it as just a tem-
porary situation; he knew that one day he would write the Great 
American Novel,  

A couple of decades later, he was running the place – only there 
wasn’t much left to run. A crackdown on bloody horror com-
ics in the 1950’s had caused many organizations and parents to 
ban them altogether – and the ones that had survived were so 
heavily censored that they didn’t generate many sales on their 
own. In the glory days of comics, Stanley had been supervising 
over twenty people – now he was down to having only three or 
four staffers working fulltime for him, grinding out stories about 
monsters from outer space for the boys - and harmless teen ro-
mances for the girls.
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But DC Comics, the perennial industry leader, had just had some 
success with a new superhero group title, The Justice League 
of America, which brought together Batman, Superman and a 
bunch of other costumed crusaders – so Stanley’s uncle sug-
gested that he create one as well.  Stanley wasn’t happy with the 
whole idea. As a matter of fact, he was ready to quit the whole 
business. Superheroes were kind of silly and they had been out 
of fashion for years. He didn’t want to write another copycat 
comic: he was convinced he needed a career change if he was 
ever really going to make his creative mark.

So he went home and talked through his frustrations with his 
wife. She was frustrated with those frustrations and finally told 
him, “Look, don’t just quit. you’ve been going through the mo-
tions for years, doing what everybody else was telling you to do. 
Do this one the way you want to do it, put everything into this 
new comic and see what happens. you can always quit later.”

Stanley thought about it and finally decided, why not? He didn’t 
have anything to lose – he might as well go for it. So, using his 
pen name of Stan Lee, he created The Fantastic Four with art-
ist Jack Kirby - and was as shocked as anybody when the sales 
figures came in a few months later; kids were buying up the new 
comic like crazy. His uncle, always ready to drive whatever was 
successful into the ground, quickly ordered him to make more 
superhero comics, so Stan did. In short order came an incredible 
creative burst that produced Spider-Man, The Incredible Hulk, 
The X-Men, Iron Man, The Mighty Thor and The Avengers – it 
was like something inside Stanley had been finally unleashed.

And that something began to find its way into every part of 
the business. Stan rebranded the whole line, calling it “Marvel 
Comics,” and gave every cover the same distinctive design. He 
pushed the boundaries of traditional comics publishing and sto-
rytelling in every way; in-jokes abounded, and adventures were 
continued from issue to issue for the first time, just like soap 
operas. Stories were also more adult; they were an entirely new 
combination of the boy-girl dramas Stan had concocted for his 
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romance comics, traditional superhero sagas and, for the first 
time, an irreverent humor that permeated almost every page.

The world at large took notice of the big Marvel movement. 
Soon respectable magazines like Esquire and Rolling Stone 
were publishing serious profiles of Stan and Marvel. Their read-
ership now didn’t stop when kids turned twelve; college kids 
were reading his stuff and loving it.

Stan “the Man” Lee suddenly found that he had become a com-
ics legend by creating an entirely new narrative for the industry. 
By the mid-70’s, he had made his mark and, finally, was ready 
to move on. And he did – to Hollywood.

It took Stan Lee another couple of decades to find big success in 
superhero movies, but The Avengers was crowned the box office 
champion of 2012 – as the popularity of all the Marvel charac-
ters Stan Lee created fifty years ago hit its all-time high, mostly 
because many of the StorySelling™ techniques Lee used in the 
comics were finally applied to the film adaptations. 

Stan Lee created a logline for himself and Marvel that shattered 
the comics’ stereotype and produced a hip, fun and smart image 
that was personality-driven and fit perfectly with the growing 
youth movement of the 60’s. More importantly, he took that lo-
gline and applied it to every aspect of the Marvel business – cre-
ating a money-making mythology that culminated recently with 
the Disney Corporation purchasing the company for four billion 
dollars. 

That’s the power of StorySelling™. 

In this chapter, we’re going to analyze the “Marvelous Steps” 
that Stan Lee took to implement the StorySelling™ concepts 
we’ve talked about in this book – and you’ll see for yourself how 
those concepts can be applied in a practical way in a business to 
spur incredible success.  We’ll also offer the questions you need 
to ask yourself in order to successfully implement Stan’s incred-
ibly effective Marvelous Steps into your own Celebrity Brand. 
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the logline thAt ChAnged A Business

Before we get into those Marvelous Steps, however, we want to 
point out something that’s relevant to what we’ve discussed in 
the last three chapters. you may have read those chapters and 
thought, “I don’t get what plots and narratives have to do with 
anything. How does this help me grow a business?” 

Well, let’s dig deeper into how it helped Stan Lee grow an em-
pire, let alone a business. 

Here’s the challenge he faced when he was told to create a new 
superhero comic in 1961: At the time, DC Comics, home of Su-
perman and Batman, was like Ford, General Motors and Chrys-
ler combined when it came to the comics business – they were 
the “gold standard” and completely dominated it. Stan Lee’s 
comic company, in contrast, was a shrinking, struggling busi-
ness that had no identity – and seemingly no future.

Now, here’s what’s really interesting about Stan’s story; the idea 
to create a new superhero comic wasn’t his, it was his boss’s. 
And the idea to create a new kind of superhero comic wasn’t his, 
it was his wife’s. 

What was his idea? The StorySelling™. 

If we were to actually put down on paper the logline he had 
in his head, it would be worded like this: “An upstart with no 
money and few resources challenges the world’s biggest comic 
company on their own turf. Through humor, intelligence and in-
novation, that upstart creates an entirely new approach to comics 
that brings in a whole new audience.” 

remember our four most effective StorySelling™ plots from 
Chapter 6?

1) overcoming the Monster

2) rags to riches

3) the Quest
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4) rebirth

All FOUr are contained in that logline. DC Comics was the 
“Monster” that had to be overcome, Marvel quickly went from 
“rags to riches,” “The Quest” was Stan Lee’s journey to find a 
new way of doing comic books that would give him some career 
satisfaction and “rebirth”…well, Stan Lee and Marvel both ex-
perienced that after both almost went out of business.

So, practically speaking, you can see how those four plotlines 
are directly responsible for a great deal of Marvel’s successful 
StorySelling™. Now, we’re certainly not saying Stan ever 
consciously articulated any of this – for him, it was a simple 
matter of doing things the way he wanted to do things. But, 
being a natural-born storyteller and promoter (the combination 
is crucial), he instinctively understood how to put these 
principles into action, so he could stop blindly reacting to the 
competition and create his own narrative – which is precisely 
what StorySelling™ is all about. 

And comic book readers dug that story; he and Marvel became 
authentic in a way he had never been before and suddenly, next 
to Spider-Man and Iron Man, Superman and Batman looked like 
the squarest dudes in town.

And is that any different than what Apple did to Microsoft? 
Nope.

As we’ve been saying throughout this book, StorySelling™ sets 
you apart from the competition. And, if your narrative has the 
right StorySelling™ elements, it attracts new customers and 
helps you keep old ones.

But you must make your StorySelling™ a part of every aspect of 
your business approach in surprising and interesting ways that 
will continue to make your audience want to see what happens 
next (just like any good story). Crafting your logline is a great 
start – but, in this chapter, we want you to think about the next 
important steps involved in implementing and integrating your 
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StorySelling™ throughout your business model.

With that in mind, let’s examine a few steps Stan took to make 
his StorySelling™ a vital part of the Marvel mythos from top 
to bottom - and how you should think about doing the same for 
yourself. 

MArvelous steP #1: stArt suBtle 

Stan Lee never came out and said he was going to change the 
face of comic books. Instead, he quietly took his wife’s advice 
and created a new kind of superhero group – one that had human 
flaws, internal conflicts and adult attitudes. In other words, he let 
the work itself do the talking and attract the attention.

When you begin your StorySelling™ efforts, concentrate on 
bringing your logline to life in your actual Celebrity Brand – or 
your product or service - before you make claims you might not 
deliver on. When you see something is starting to work, you can 
then exploit that successful narrative. The Hall of Failures is lit-
tered with overhyped products that fell with a thud heard around 
the world when they didn’t live up to the expectations created by 
their parent company (The infamous Ford Edsel, “New Coke,” 
Microsoft’s Zune line of media players, etc.) – don’t hype unless 
you’re sure you’ve got the back-up to prove it. 

Implement this Step by Asking Yourself: What “proof” can I 
generate of my own expertise or product/service superiority? 
Will it take the form of outstanding performance, believable testi-
monials, branded books or videos, or simply product popularity? 

MArvelous steP #2: Be Bold when it’s tiMe

Stan didn’t know he had a hit on his hands until he was ready 
to go to press with the third issue of The Fantastic Four. At that 
point, he decided it was time to go full throttle – and he boldly 
put across the top of the comic cover, “The World’s Greatest 
Comic Magazine,” a claim that continued to stay put for decades.  
Similarly, Steve Jobs, after Apple had attracted a devoted group 
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of customers, spent a record-breaking amount of money on a 
commercial entitled 1984 that ran only one time during the Super 
Bowl of that same year to make his own monster StorySelling™ 
statement. 

When you’ve got proof of your greatness, go with it. Until then, 
wait it out until your StorySelling™ is recognized in one way or 
another. 

Implement this Step by Asking Yourself: How can I best exploit 
my proof? What’s the most memorable way to promote this fact 
that’s consistent with my StorySelling™ narrative – and appro-
priate to my audience?

MArvelous steP #3: storysell everywhere

Just like a great cook can make dishes from virtually every part of 
an animal, Stan Lee decided to look for StorySelling™ possibilities 
in every inch of his comic books – even the features into which 
publishers rarely put any thought or energy. Stan gave the letters 
pages hilarious names (Iron Man’s was Sock It to Shellhead), he 
filled a page in each comic with what he called Bullpen Bulletins, 
spotlighting and cross-promoting other Marvel comics, and he 
started a wacky fan club, The Merry Marvel Marching Society 
(or MMMS, for short), that was a huge success. He took what 
other comic books saw as obligations and approached them as 
opportunities – another way Marvel stood out from the rest was to 
create an incredible bond between it and its readers.

Implement this Step by Asking Yourself: What overlooked 
opportunities are there in my industry that I can use for 
StorySelling™ purposes? How can I insert my narrative into 
those areas in a creative and impactful way? 

MArvelous steP #4: don’t forget the fACes

There was something else Stan Lee did that was unprecedented 
in his industry – he began to give the artists and other writers 
(and even the guys who lettered the word balloons!) funny nick-
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names in the story credits – in a business where nobody had 
even put credits on stories before. Not only that, but he frequent-
ly talked about them in the Marvel Bullpen Bulletins and even 
recorded a wacky comedy record with them that was sent to all 
members of the MMMS. 

result? The men and women behind Marvel Comics became 
almost as important as the superheroes were to the readership, 
creating an even stronger bond to it. Stan, of course, put himself 
the furthest out front, with his own regular column in the Bull-
pen Bulletins and regularly commenting on his own stories with 
goofy footnotes that either admitted story mistakes or explained 
something that had happened in another comic book.

The lesson? Always make sure to have some kind of strong per-
sonality involved with your StorySelling™ efforts, whether it’s 
you, someone who works for you or even a hired spokesperson; 
people identify, of course, with people and create the emotional 
involvement you want to create with your narrative. 

Implement this Step by Asking Yourself: Who will be the face 
(or faces) of my StorySelling™? How does the chosen personal-
ity (or personalities) fit into my narrative?

MArvelous steP #5: AlwAys engAge

you’ll note a very strong element to everything Stan Lee did that 
we’ve discussed so far – he engaged comic book readers on a 
level than had never happened before. Through his wacky letter 
pages, Bullpen Bulletins, credits, story footnotes and fan club, 
he was constantly talking directly to his readers in an entertain-
ing way. And he found unique ways to turn even negatives into 
positives with this attitude. For instance, the Marvel Universe 
grew so complicated that readers began writing in to complain 
when a story got something wrong or contradicted an earlier 
story. This was a growing problem – so Stan decided that ev-
ery reader who correctly identified a mistake would win a “No-
Prize.” What was a No-Prize? Well, the winner would receive an 
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envelope in the mail with a big announcement printed on it that 
their No-Prize was inside. 

What was in the envelope? Nothing.  

Implement this Step by Asking Yourself:  What opportunities do 
I have to engage in a new and unique way with my customers? 
How can I make that engagement as memorable as possible?  

MArvelous steP #6: Continue to evolve

One thing we should make clear is that Stan Lee didn’t do all of 
the great StorySelling™ feats we’re describing in this chapter all 
at once. Instead, they evolved in a very organic way over time 
(but in a pretty short period of time, all things considered), as he 
obviously kept spotting new things to do with the comic book 
format as his StorySelling™ efforts continued to gain traction. 

He also deepened the Marvel narrative as it progressed. As more 
and more readers regarded Marvel as the cool “alternative” to DC, 
Stan made more and more fun of DC in his editorial content to 
reinforce that positioning and to reflect Marvel’s growing success. 

That growth occurred in the actual comics’ content as well. In 
the late ‘60’s, Marvel became the first major comic book com-
pany to break the Comics Code Authority’s long list of rules (the 
Code had been instituted in the 50’s to self-police comics and 
reassure parents). The Code had it that you couldn’t portray drug 
use in any comic story – but, as addiction was becoming a seri-
ous problem with teens in the late 60’s, the only way Stan Lee 
could take on the problem in Spider-Man was disregarding the 
Code – so he did, and created a very memorable, talked-about 
series of issues.  

Implement this Step by Asking Yourself: Is my StorySelling™ 
keeping pace with what’s happening with my business? Am I re-
flecting the present – or only the past?
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Stan Lee’s big mistake during his first twenty years in the comic 
book business was seeing it as a job and not an opportunity. 
Most of you reading this book have probably made that same 
mistake at one time or another – it’s the difference between an 
employee and an entrepreneur. When he finally saw that he had 
the power to make something completely new happen with his 
comics, he used that power – and found out that it packed a lot 
more punch than any that The Hulk ever threw.

When you develop a strong StorySelling™ narrative and 
implement it correctly, as Stan did, it feeds on itself, it grows 
stronger and stronger, and it opens up more and more layers of 
opportunity as you move forward with it. There were very few 
businesses in 1961 sillier, more inconsequential and perceived to 
have less of a future than comic books – and yet Stanley Lieber 
took that business and transformed it in such a dynamic way 
through StorySelling™ that, a half-century later, it’s paying its 
biggest dividends ever – both for himself and the company.

And for that, we salute Stan with the one word he uses as a sign-
off in whatever he writes: “Excelsior!”
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CHAPTER 9

Putting your  
storyselling™  
All together  

The Branded Film

He always had a big mouth. And it was always getting him in 
trouble.

And he certainly wasn’t good at dealing with authority – that 
was one of the big reasons he dropped out of college during his 
freshman year. Another reason was he wanted to start his own 
underground newspaper at the age of eighteen – it was the six-
ties and he had a lot to say.

Eventually, he built the paper up into a statewide success – and 
a national magazine came knocking on his door. He was ready 
for the big time and quickly grabbed the opportunity. Again, he 
made his presence known – and became one of the star writers at 
the magazine: So much of a star, that, after a few years, he was 
promoted to editor.

He was running the whole show now and he didn’t intend to 
back down about anything – which the publishers, much to their 
displeasure, discovered when he refused to run an article they 
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were adamant about putting in the next issue. He said it was 
inaccurate and overblown. They said…he was fired. 

He had been editor for less than a year.

Never one to take things sitting down, he sued for wrongful ter-
mination and settled the suit out of court for $58,000. 

But what was he going to do now? He was thirty-four years old 
and unemployed - with a reputation for being difficult. He knew 
he would quickly burn through the money if he didn’t do some-
thing to get himself back into the spotlight quickly.

So…with the settlement money, he decided to make a movie 
about his hometown and the economic difficulties it was hav-
ing in the late 1980’s recession. But he wanted to make what he 
called an “anti-documentary” – something that was entertaining 
and fun to watch. And, since the movie needed someone on-
camera to place in some outrageous situations he was planning 
to create, he hired himself – because he couldn’t afford anyone 
else.

In 1989, Michael Moore finished Roger and Me – and it instant-
ly became a critically acclaimed financial success. And because 
Moore’s face was all over the film, he instantly became a celeb-
rity – and parlayed his newfound fame into more movies, a TV 
series, books, an Oscar win and a multi-million dollar career.

And it all started with a Branded Film.

the Power of the BrAnded filM

Whether you’re for Michael Moore or against him, we’d like 
you to look beyond his politics for the purposes of this book, 
and, instead, focus on just how a Branded Film jumpstarted his 
international success. 

Now, if he hadn’t been fired from his job at the left-wing publi-
cation, Mother Jones, he might have ended up making his name 
as a journalist who maybe got a few TV slots as a pundit on one 
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of the cable news networks. Clearly, however, no one would have 
offered him rich movie and book deals on the basis of just that. 

Instead, he created a memorable logline – “A fat unkempt work-
ing class guy from Michigan takes on corporate America all by 
himself and provokes outrageous confrontations, while proving 
his political points” – and brought it to life in a compelling nar-
rative. And he did a magnificent job of StorySelling™ himself 
to liberal Hollywood and sympathetic moviegoers across the 
country.

The fact is there is no better way to StorySell than with a proper-
ly-produced Branded Film – because there’s no better way to tell 
a story than with a film. you can actually bring your logline and 
whatever narrative you choose to life – and show your custom-
ers who you are and what you’re all about in a persuasive and 
dramatic fashion.

Morgan Spurlock is another documentary filmmaker who makes 
sure to insert himself into his films, such as Supersize Me and 
The Greatest Movie Ever Sold (which was, ironically, a movie 
about product placement). This method has made him into a ce-
lebrity just as it did for Moore; Spurlock is able to host his own 
TV shows and is more able to obtain financing for other projects.

And you don’t have to make a documentary filmmaker to make 
this work for you. Anybody remember the inspirational sports 
movie, Rudy, about a 5’ 6” kid with bad grades who worked his 
butt off to get into Notre Dame and into one of their games? 
Well, the guy who made his dream come true, rudy ruettiger, 
ended up working in a boring insurance company job after that 
moment of glory – but became obsessed with finding a way to 
make Hollywood turn his college triumph into a feature film. 
Ten years later, he somehow made it happen – and, after the 
movie was released in 1993, he got a call from a motivational 
speaking bureau and began a whole new career, earning tens of 
thousands of dollars to tell his story to adoring crowds. 
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It took a Branded Film to make that happen. 

And, by the way, Hollywood even produces Branded films for 
its own projects. When you see one of those “First Look” fea-
turettes on HBO about an upcoming release, you’re looking at a 
Branded Film about a film. These shorts are done documentary-
style - but they’re anything but real documentaries: They’re ac-
tually advertisements produced to look like the real story behind 
the movie - but, of course, you’ll never see any material that 
might be interpreted as being negative. They don’t have to put 
any in – and neither do you.

why BrAnded filMs work

There are many reasons Branded Films are essential to creating 
a powerful Celebrity Brand - here are a few of them:

• Films Make Stars
…and isn’t that just what you want out of your Celebrity 
Brand?

In the early days of Hollywood, there was no “star sys-
tem.” Actors were not credited and no one thought twice 
about what actor to put in a film. It was the audience that 
created movie stars - by demanding more movies featuring 
performers they saw and liked in different films. Producers 
finally figured out it was worth it to pay these performers 
a premium in exchange for the increased audiences they 
brought in to see them. 

In a Branded Film, you are the “star” - the central figure 
in your own story, who is presented as a likeable and mag-
netic individual. The audience responds to you on a gut 
level that just can’t happen with the printed word. If Mi-
chael Moore hadn’t put himself in his own movie, he never 
would have had the career clout he enjoyed after the fact.

• Films Tell Stories
When the narrative behind your StorySelling™ is actually 



117117

PUTTINg yOUR STORySEllINg All TOgEThER – ThE BRANDED FIlm  

brought to life in a Branded Film, people take it in on a very 
deep level – and they remember it. Why? Because you’re 
able to do your StorySelling™ in the most compelling and 
dramatic way. 

In any action movie, Western, romantic comedy or other 
popular film genre, various time-tested film techniques - 
such as how you use editing, music, lighting and camera 
angles to create moods and effects - are put to work in order 
to make the story as exciting and suspenseful as possible. 
An effective Branded Film uses those same sophisticated 
techniques - and combines them with real people and real 
locations to give your narrative an authentic power that a 
Hollywood film can’t match. Just ask Michael Moore – the 
only movie he made with actors and a concocted story (Ca-
nadian Bacon) bombed badly at the box office. 

• Films Control the Message
The long-running CBS news series 60 Minutes built its 
reputation initially by “ambush” interviews. The reporter 
would show up, without warning, at the office of the person 
they were investigating and ask very confrontational ques-
tions. That person had no control of the message. If he an-
swered honestly, he might incriminate himself. If he didn’t 
answer at all, he risked looking incredibly guilty.

A Branded Film should be as opposite as you can get from 
this nightmarish scenario. Interviews and location shooting 
must be highly planned and scheduled, and the interview 
questions designed to shape the proper StorySelling™ nar-
rative. It’s one of the secrets of Michael Moore’s success, 
by the way – he’s been called out repeatedly for deceptive 
editing and shading reality to make the StorySelling™ in 
his films more pointed and dramatic. 

• Films Allow People to Know Who You Are
In a book, you can write that someone’s attractive. In a film, 
you can see that a person is attractive. The difference is cru-
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cial - in the first instance, someone is telling you something 
that you have to accept as being true, in the second instance, 
you see it for yourself.

Books are great at conveying ideas and demonstrating your 
expertise on a subject; they are essential to personal brand-
ing. Films do something else entirely - they allow your 
audience to experience who you are - how you walk, talk 
and look - and respond to you in a personal way. Again, 
Michael Moore’s signature appearance, in his baseball cap, 
jeans and sneakers, resonated with his audience in a way 
that wouldn’t have come across in a picture on a book jacket. 

• There’s Never Been a Better Time to Make One
A Branded Film is a relatively new arrow in the marketing 
quiver of entrepreneurs and business owners, for two key 
reasons, both having to do with technological advances. 

reason number one: Creating and editing high quality films 
has become much more affordable in recent years. you no 
longer need millions of dollars to create a professional 
Hollywood-level production. Equipment is much cheaper, 
more people have access to train on that equipment, and 
post production can be accomplished on computers not 
that much more powerful (or expensive) than your average 
home or office PC.

reason number two: Online video has exploded on the in-
ternet, becoming much more prevalent and powerful. That 
means a branded film can be shared not only through you-
Tube.com, but also through popular social media sites such 
as Facebook and LinkedIn. 

Of course, for Celebrity Branding to really be effective, you 
need to stand out from the herd. Most Branded Films fall far 
short of the mark in this regard. Even though there are an in-
credible amount of videos and films being posted to the internet, 
most of the ones that attempt branding do it in the most basic 
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way possible; the person merely speaks to the camera and ex-
plains who they are or what they do. This is effective as a quick 
introduction to a website, or explaining a specific product or ser-
vice, but, as far as StorySelling™ a brand goes, it only can do so 
much – especially if it ends up looking more like a hostage video 
than a real movie.

A successful Branded Film, in contrast, boasts high production 
values and an impactful emotional story. It raises the bar for the 
entrepreneur who really wants to present the most polished and 
professional brand possible, while, at the same time, make the 
strongest possible emotional connection to both customers and 
non-customers. 

This is just the route the Justin Bieber management team took 
to boost their client’s already red-hot profile when they released 
the Bieber documentary, Never Say Never, to theatres in 2011. 
This was the ultimate Branded Film event - and was a giant fi-
nancial success as well, grossing over 70 million dollars in the 
U.S. alone. As Forbes put it, “Never Say Never was a brilliant 
way for the Bieber brand team to tell its story and, just as bril-
liantly, get it out there when the media wind was at its back. 
When you’re on a roll, do what you can to keep the momentum 
going.”1

Of course, when you go to the time, trouble and expense to pro-
duce a high-level Branded Film, you want to make sure you have 
an effective marketing plan in place in terms of how you present 
that film to your audience. In our next chapter, we’ll show you 
one that worked like gangbusters for one of our clients.

PixAr’s storyselling™ seCrets

As we’ve noted repeatedly, the most important facet to a Branded 
Film is the story you decide to tell. Storytelling is an art – so we 
thought we’d close this chapter with some winning advice from 
people who are today’s leading practitioners of it. We’re talking 
1  Allen Adamson, “The Secret Behind Justin Bieber’s Brand Success,” February 25th, 2011, 

Forbes Magazine
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about another friend of Disney, Pixar, the most successful movie 
studio of all time, with thirteen feature films to its credit that have 
grossed over seven billion dollars worldwide as of this writing.

Pixar, originally funded by Steve Jobs, has enjoyed an unprece-
dented combination of artistic and commercial success – nobody 
else has ever put out that many films in a row without a flop. 
Probably the biggest reason for that success is that they always 
put story first. They’re famous – and sometimes infamous – for 
getting halfway through production on one of their movies, then 
deciding the story isn’t working and restarting the whole pro-
cess. yes, it’s an expensive way to work – but their track record 
argues that it’s worth every penny. 

recently, one of Pixar’s storyboard artists, Emma Coats, shared 
many of the guidelines the company uses for their storytelling 
process. We’d like to thank Ms. Coats for giving us this inside 
look – and we’re also going to borrow a few of them for this chap-
ter, to inspire you to fully develop your Branded Film narrative.

Pixar Story Point #1: Once upon a time, there was _______. 
Everyday, ______________. One day, __________________.  
Because of that, ___________. Because of that, __________. 
Until finally, __________________.

No, this isn’t Pixar’s version of Mad-Libs; filling in these blanks 
allows you to flesh out the backbone of any story. When you’re 
constructing your narrative for your Branded Film, you want to 
make sure the story keeps moving forward – and has a begin-
ning, middle and end. If you watch Michael Moore’s first movie, 
roger and Me, you’ll see his attempts to personally confront the 
head of GM becomes the running narrative – you are hooked 
because you want to see if he’s ever able to pull it off. Part of 
the criticism surrounding this film is that Moore rearranged the 
chronology of events – that, in fact, the meeting with roger 
Smith happened before other incidents in the film - but he did 
make that choice to make sure his StorySelling™ worked to the 
maximum effect.
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Pixar Story Point #2: Keep in mind what’s interesting  
to your audience, not to you.

Let’s face it – human beings are a self-centered bunch. And 
sometimes it’s hard to get out of our own heads. In a Branded 
Film, you want to avoid spending too much time on stuff you 
care about, when the people you want to reach probably don’t. 
That can actually turn a potentially disastrous corner; we’ve all 
seen celebrities go on and on about subject matter that not only 
doesn’t appeal to their fans, but also might just actually offend 
them. (Anybody remember Tom Cruise lecturing Matt Lauer 
about psychiatry a few years ago? Or Jenny McCarthy trying to 
convince everyone that vaccinations cause autism?)

Outside interests and hobbies make you relatable and interesting, 
but you can’t forget your main “logline” when it comes to your 
StorySelling™. To return to Mr. Tom Cruise, everyone knows 
he’s a Scientologist, but he knows that talking too much about his 
controversial religion is going to turn people away. However, he 
had to learn that lesson the hard way after alienating a lot of fans. 

Pixar Story Point #3: You admire a character more for  
trying than succeeding

We all fail in our personal and professional lives at one point or 
another. We don’t like for it to happen, but it’s a part of life – it 
can’t be helped and, many would say, it’s actually good for us; it 
helps us to learn and grow. But because we all do fail, it’s incred-
ibly relatable – and an integral part of Joseph Campbell’s Ulti-
mate Story as well as the four plotlines we discussed in Chapter 
6. So don’t shy away from past mistakes within your Branded 
Film, as long as you come out a winner at the end. 

Pixar Story Point #4: Give your characters opinions.

Pixar adds to the above guideline, “Passive and malleable might 
seem likeable to you, but it’s poison to an audience.” In other 
words, if you don’t stand for anything, you don’t mean anything. 
Consider how many handsome, smiling leading men pop up in 
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movies and TV shows and quickly disappear – only to be re-
placed with a new wave of handsome, smiling leading men. It’s 
more than okay to have a point of view in a Branded Film – as a 
matter of fact, it’s a must; otherwise nothing about you will be all 
that memorable. People like Michael Moore and Morgan Spur-
lock have an appeal to their audiences because they do have a 
specific perspective within their StorySelling™. Obviously, you 
don’t want to offend half of the people watching your Branded 
Film, as Moore’s movies often do – but you can undoubtedly 
find one that works for you and appeals to your customers. 

Pixar Story Point #5: What are the stakes? Give us reason 
to root. 

As all of the plotlines we’ve discussed make clear, audiences get 
more invested in a story when there are big challenges that must 
be overcome. What are the challenges you can portray in your 
Branded Film? They could be in your personal story or they could 
be an integral part of your business (for example, an investment 
counselor trying to protect his clients’ savings in a difficult eco-
nomic time). StorySelling™ requires some tension – that tension 
comes from facing obstacles that can seem insurmountable.

Pixar Story Point #6: Get the obvious out of the way—  
Surprise yourself.

Nobody wants to watch a movie where they can already guess 
the ending – unless there are enough surprises along the way 
to make it fun and interesting. It’s all too easy to do what’s ex-
pected in a Branded Film – that’s why we always try to come at 
our subject matter from unexpected directions and you should 
too. Obviously, most of these kinds of movies end up as suc-
cess stories, because you want to StorySell yourself as someone 
who’s good at what he or she is doing. What you do along the 
way to get to the positive feel-good conclusion, however, should 
be as unexpected as possible – and reveal things that the audi-
ence never saw coming. For example, even though the entire 
plot of Roger and Me was obviously going to culminate in Mi-
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chael Moore meeting up with the GM CEO, there was enough 
loopy humor and incisive social commentary along the way to 
make the trip memorable.

Pixar Story Point #7: Honesty lends credibility

Branded Films succeed not because they’re full of the overhype 
of an infomercial selling some new, crazy, weight-loss system, 
but because they’re fairly low-key and feature real people in 
real locations speaking honestly about you, your life and your 
business. This approach works for any type of business. 

But it actually goes beyond that. When you watch a good mov-
ie, you become involved in the characters’ lives and what’s 
going to happen to them. you root for them to do well and 
succeed. And you want to see more of them – that’s why Hol-
lywood is so big on sequels.

There are a lot of reasons for this; we covered them in our first 
few chapters on the psychological and historical power of sto-
ries. But it comes down to this: by telling your story, especially 
in a Branded Film where viewers can actually see what you’re 
all about, you and your company become a shared experience 
with the public. They are magnetically drawn into your profes-
sional and personal life, they feel like they’re a part of your suc-
cess story – and they want to see you continue to do well. 

And that, in turn, makes them want to do business with you.

This all happens on a deep psychological level, because a prop-
erly produced Branded Film triggers an amazing amount of em-
pathy that draws viewers closer to you and your business. And, 
again, it doesn’t matter what kind of business it is!

For example, on paper, one of the Branded Films we produced, 
Car Men, would seem to be a ridiculous concept; make an emo-
tional, even touching film about an incredibly outrageous car 
dealer. But you’ll find out just how well it worked… 

…in the very next chapter! 
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CHAPTER 10

storyselling™  
in ACtion  

The Car Men Case Study 

So, in the 1930’s, Frank Myers opened a small store in East 
Bend, North Carolina. It turned out to be a lot more than the 
birth of a business - it was also the birth of a story; a story that 
helped propel his great-grandson, Tracy Myers, to an awesome 
marketing triumph in 2011 for both himself and his family’s car 
dealership, Frank Myers Auto Maxx. 

That narrative was chronicled in an original Branded Film pro-
duced by our CelebrityFilms™ division. And Tracy was smart 
enough to use the StorySelling™ power of that film to leverage 
both the local media as well as online social media to make the 
biggest possible splash in the Winston-Salem area. 
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From online teases to press releases, from the black-tie premiere 
at a movie theatre to the DVD release, Tracy brewed the perfect 
blend of honest hype and hard content to pump up his customer 
base about the forthcoming film and keep them excited about 
this unique hometown story told with a Hollywood-style spar-
kle. But, with apologies to Tracy, the real star of this show was 
StorySelling™.

sustAining your storyselling™

The real point of this chapter is that the StorySelling™ shouldn’t 
stop with the production of your Branded Film. It shouldn’t be 
dumped on the Internet as an afterthought with maybe a few 
social media links to its youTube page; that’s a gigantic waste. 

Instead, your Branded Film should be spotlighted in an excit-
ing “premiere” event that fully exploits its marketing power and 
takes advantage of its top-level production values. Again, the 
Branded Film is still a unique commodity in marketing circles 
- and publicizing it allows you to strongly differentiate yourself 
from the competition in the public’s mind.

For example, when Barack Obama was about to face down John 
McCain on Election Day in 2008, he used a Branded Film event 
to push him over the top. A week before the election, his cam-
paign team bought a half-hour of time on three major networks 
- Fox, CBS and NBC - as well as four smaller channels - all at 
the same time. Suddenly, a half-hour infomercial was perceived 
as a multi-channel event, and ended up with a total viewership 
of over 25 million. In contrast, only 19.8 million viewers had 
watched the final game of the World Series that year. 

the Birth of Car Men

As Car Men was one of our first Branded Films, we want to pro-
vide a little background as to how we came to produce it.

Tracy had been working with us for a few years as a client of 
our Celebrity Branding Agency®. His accomplishments with his 
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dealership, Frank Myers Auto Maxx, had been (and continue to 
be) incredibly impressive - he was the youngest person to ever 
win the Quality Dealer of the year Award, which marked him as 
the best used car dealer in the entire country. We helped him ex-
pand his universe by making him a, Best-Selling Author, as well 
as placing him on TV shows on NBC, CBS, ABC and FOX af-
filiates around the country. He’s also been involved in our mas-
termind groups, been a part of our Best-Seller Summit and is a 
part of our annual trips to the Grammy Awards in Los Angeles. 
If you ever visit his Facebook page or website, you’ll quickly 
see that Tracy is a master promoter and marketer.

That’s why he was a natural choice when we decided to approach 
someone about creating a Branded Film – we wanted to prove 
our theory about how much it could do for a Celebrity Brand. 
And we were gratified that Tracy instinctively understood what 
the right film would mean to both himself as well as his business.

Tracy: It was a fairly easy decision, because we’d been 
looking for a way for many years to be able to separate 
ourselves from the competition, to where we’re not just in 
the commodities business - which is what selling used cars, 
trucks, and vans becomes if we’re not very careful. When 
we compete just on price and there’s no story, no emotion, 
no feeling behind what we do, then everyone’s going to lose, 
especially us. So we’ve been looking for a way to tell our 
story and get it out in a quality, professional way.... I knew 
right away that this was perfect. 

More importantly, Tracy didn’t waste any time latching on to the 
marketing possibilities of his Branded Film. Within two days of 
his decision to go ahead with it, he put out the public word about 
the project in the form of a social media status update which read: 

“Hey, had a great meeting today. Talked with an award-winning 
movie maker about the possibility of making a film or documen-
tary here at the dealership. Hopefully big news to follow.” 

Tracy started a lot of buzz with those three simple sentences 
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- and his many social media followers and subscribers immedi-
ately responded that he should keep them all in the loop and that 
this was an amazingly cool possibility. 

After a few more social media teases, Tracy finally put out the 
first press release, with the headline, “Owner of Frank Myers 
Auto Maxx Tapped as Feature Film Subject.” But before he put 
it out, he made sure to bump up the buzz an extra notch by call-
ing up all his media connections and giving them a heads-up that 
something big might be in the wind.



129129

STORySEllINg IN ACTION – ThE Car Men CASE STUDy 

CrAfting the Car Men story

As Tracy was busy stoking the sizzle, we had to make sure that 
there was actually some steak to go along with it. The next phase 
was zeroing in on what story to tell in the film. As we noted, the 
Myers family had been business owners in the community for 
over 80 years - and that seemed to be the most interesting and 
engaging angle to explore in the movie. 

And it truly was. Tracy’s dad had been a born salesman and did re-
ally well in the car business. Now came the interesting part: even 
though Tracy grew up around that dealership, he didn’t really 
want to be a part of it. He went to college and focused his studies 
on his ambition to become a radio disc jockey. He also played 
with a couple of bands. To make money, however, he began sell-
ing used cars at night - out of town at college, so his dad had no 
idea. Finally, Tracy decided to come back to the family business, 
but his dad didn’t automatically put him on the sales floor. Nope, 
Tracy had to start from the bottom up - in the wash pit.

Automatically, we had a great StorySelling™ scenario.

Eventually, of course, Tracy did advance and finally took over 
the dealership. And that’s when he put his love of theatrics and 
the media to work - promoting himself and his dealership with 
outrageous methods that continue to draw not only attention, 
but also customers. The other dealers thought he was crazy, but, 
eventually, they ended up emulating his business model. And, as 
we mentioned earlier, he ended up being named the best used car 
dealer in all of America. It’s a great story, filled with emotion, 
conflict and a happy ending. 

We knew we had the makings of a great documentary - and, 
more importantly, a great Branded Film for Tracy.

storyselling™ the CoMMunity

Tracy now took the next big step in ensuring the success of his 
Branded Film - and that was getting the community involved in 
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its production, so they would have a personal stake in its suc-
cess. Social media updates continued to build the buzz.

That process continued with his social media updates, as well as 
setting up a story about the film with The Winston-Salem Jour-
nal. The newspaper even called me for an interview - before I 
had even come into town to start production. Here’s an excerpt 
from the published piece which appeared in the paper (and on-
line) on June 18th, 2011:

“Frank Myers Auto Maxx is known for its flashy commer-
cials, patriotic Uncle Frank mascot and ‘Everybody Rides’ 
slogan. Next week, a film crew will be at the lot on Patterson 
Avenue, but they won’t be filming another quirky commer-
cial. Instead, they will be making a documentary.

We were hushed for almost six months and couldn’t say any-
thing about it,’ said Tracy Myers, the dealership’s owner.

The documentary will be part of a series of films that will 
focus on businesses and people. It will be produced by Ce-
lebrity Films, an entertainment company based in Orlando 
and Los Angeles.

The film will look at the history of the dealership and Tracy 
Myer’s ‘uphill battle’ to grow Frank Myers Auto Maxx, said 
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Nick Nanton, a co-owner of Celebrity Films and a producer 
and director. Nanton recently received two Emmy nomina-
tions for the short film ‘Jacob’s Turn,’ the story of a boy with 
Down syndrome and his love of baseball.” 

Besides the newspaper story and press releases, Tracy also in-
vited area people to actually be a part of the film, with social 
media updates like the following:

Nick came in with the crew (and, of course, Tracy had a news 
crew waiting for our arrival at his house) and spent about two 
and a half days filming around Winston-Salem and interviewing 
Tracy and his family, keeping our StorySelling™ principles in 
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mind as we did so. Our vision combined with the personalities 
of the Myers family created a lot of memorable moments that 
would add up to a terrific film. Not only that, but that news crew 
I mentioned also shot a whole story about the making of the 
movie, which ended up airing on News 14, a local 24/7 news 
channel, which showed the report about our movie about every 
fifteen minutes over the course of a few days. Tracy, of course, 
posted a link to the news story on Facebook.

Keep in mind, this was like a free commercial for Tracy and his 
dealership, airing constantly on a news channel as a news story, 
so it had the weight of credibility - and this is in addition to the 
fact that the movie was featured in a piece on the front page of 
the local newspaper. That’s the beauty of the Branded Film - its 
value goes far beyond the film itself just because of its existence. 
Local media are always looking for exciting stories happening 
in the area - and the production of a local film about a local 
business is a guaranteed attention-getter. Tracy’s existing media 
relationships definitely helped, but, in any case, the making of 
Car Men would have been a big deal.

the red CArPet PreMiere

As soon as we left town with what we needed, Tracy began 
working on how he would premiere Car Men to the community 
in a way that would make the biggest possible splash. Here’s 
how he began that process.



133133

STORySEllINg IN ACTION – ThE Car Men CASE STUDy 

Tracy: Well, we absolutely started talking about a red carpet 
premiere internally before the film was ever shot, of course...
and we started talking to the movie theatres in town as soon 
as you left. We said, “Hey, we might be able to get you the 
red carpet movie premiere from this Emmy-winning film di-
rector that came to town and shot this documentary...” Well 
it just took two or three sentences to hook them - and that 
resulted in three different theatres wanting to actually pre-
miere the movie - at no cost to us - in a matter of weeks.

The one we went with, the one that we partnered with, was 
the theatre that is very aggressive on Twitter. The second we 
had the press release about the red carpet premiere, they 
tweeted it out and they social media-ed that thing to death. 
Not only that, but the person who ran the movie theatre did 
a little Flip cam video saying, “Hey we got some great news. 
We just got word that we’re premiering the documentary of 
Winston-Salem business owner Frank Myers Auto Maxx.” 
With the 4000 local followers they had on their Twitter feed, 
they got the ball rolling really, really quickly. 
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you should notice that, once again, just like he did with the local 
media, Tracy got the movie theatre to not only host his movie 
premiere for free, but he also inspired them to promote it to the 
hilt. And Tracy didn’t stop there. Once we set the date of the 
premiere, which was November 17th, 2011, he put out his own 
press release giving the details of the big night and also saying 
that people had to quickly request their tickets because seating 
was going to be limited to first come, first served. Another stroke 
of genius - because he instantly created scarcity and a higher 
value to the premiere tickets. 

Tracy’s premiere night went spectacularly. We provided them 
with a professional Car Men movie poster to put up at the the-
atre and, on the red carpet, Tracy had video shot of interviewers 
talking to the guests, as well as crowd reactions of the people 
watching the movie inside the theatre. The mayor attended as 
well as many other local community leaders. you can see the 
results in the video Tracy posted on youTube at www.TheCar-
MenMovie.com and, of course, shared all over his multiple so-
cial media channels.

Plus, all this publicity made all the people who didn’t get tickets 
to the red carpet premiere very excited about seeing the movie. 
They found themselves left out of this event, which made them 
really, really want their chance to see it. Which gave the movie 
even more buzz around town.
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There’s no question a red carpet premiere of your own Branded 
Movie can be the kind of once-in-a-lifetime event that will bond 
your customers to you forever. And it has a certain celebrity ca-
chet that other kinds of promotional events can’t quite match. 
For example, many financial advisors host steak dinners for po-
tential clients so they can sell them their products or services. 
But how much cooler is it to say, “I’d love you to be my guest 
at the red carpet premiere of a documentary that was shot on 
my life and my story. My treat. If you want a ticket, e-mail me. 
We’ll have wine and food there, and I think you’d really enjoy 
the film, as it will help you understand where I’m coming from, 
as well as the atmosphere—it’s gonna be exciting!” 

tAking it to tv And dvd

Of course, the Car Men publicity train wasn’t going to shut 
down after the red carpet premiere. Tracy immediately began 
publicizing the coming DVD release, which was set to happen 
two months after the premiere, through more press releases and 
social media updates, and then hit on another way to garner him 
and his dealership even more attention with his Branded Film. 
And again, at virtually no cost to himself.
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He approached the local TV stations to see if they would air Car 
Men in advance of the DVD release - not as a paid infomercial, 
but as local programming - there’s very little on those local sta-
tions with that level of quality, especially about hometown sub-
ject matter. He did that by, again, creating scarcity and adding 
value to his Branded Film just as he did with his potential red 
carpet audience - by making the conversation with the stations, 
“Well, maybe we could let you air this - what would you think 
about that?” 

The local NBC affiliate is the biggest player in the Winston-
Salem TV market and they agreed to air it as programming at 
no cost to Tracy - and they scheduled it for a Sunday at midday. 
If Tracy had paid for that time, it would have cost him literally 
thousands of dollars for the half-hour. Tracy, of course, publi-
cized the film’s airing heavily, creating a huge amount of social 
media buzz; and that Sunday, when he came home from church, 
that buzz blew up.

Tracy: My e-mail blew up. My Facebook blew up. My Twit-
ter blew up. All locally. On Monday or Tuesday, the televi-
sion station called and said, “You’re not going to believe 
this.” And I said, “I’m not going to believe what?” He said, 
“Your film beat everybody in the time slot. You were number 
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one in the time slot. It even beat the NFL pregame show on 
CBS.” To me, it was unbelievable and unheard of. So we 
were more than excited.

This started another snowball rolling downhill, because Tracy, 
of course, publicized his huge ratings in another press release 
- and, suddenly, two other local affiliates wanted to air the 
Branded Film. Since the NBC affiliate didn’t ask for any kind 
of exclusive deal, there was no problem with that. Those two 
stations actually began running the program repeatedly - again 
absolutely for free - weekday mornings in the 6 am - 7 am time 
slots, as well as on Saturdays and Sundays. 

Now Tracy’s dealership was getting thousands upon thousands 
of dollars worth of free promotion on the local TV stations due 
to his investment in his Branded Film. And he still had a DVD 
release coming.

Of course, you might ask, well, how do you get anyone inter-
ested in buying a DVD of something that’s constantly been on 
TV? Easy. you just do what all the Hollywood studios do with 
their DVD releases - create a “Special Edition” of the film with 
extra never-before seen footage! 
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Tracy added interviews and footage done on the night of the 
red carpet premiere to create a longer version of Car Men that 
would only appear on the DVD release - giving even more ongo-
ing value to the product. This additional footage, far from being 
just padding, actually adds more power to his Branded Film - 
because those interviews from premiere night featured people 
saying such things as, “Hey, I’ve known Tracy for years.” “I first 
met him in the 4th grade.” and “I was his Sunday School teach-
er.” They provided more StorySelling™ that further cemented 
Tracy to his community and his customer base in an authentic 
and effective way. 

Now Tracy was not only selling copies of the DVD to those 
who wanted to order it for $9.97, but he was also able to use 
that DVD as a marketing tool to potential customers. Potential 
leads often called in for more information - and Tracy’s people 
would get their address and send them out the DVD, along with 
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a bag of microwave popcorn. Those people would then watch 
the Branded Film, which StorySells Tracy and his dealership on 
a totally different level than any dealership has ever been sold 
before, and become undoubtedly swayed towards doing busi-
ness there.

And by the way, the weekend that the DVDs arrived at Tracy’s 
dealership also happened to be Super Bowl weekend. So guess 
what program the local NBC affiliate aired as their Super Bowl 
lead-in? If you haven’t guessed by now, take a look below...

why QuAlity Counts in A BrAnded filM

Everything in this case study worked as well as it could to pro-
mote Tracy and his dealership brand. A lot of that is due to Tra-
cy’s tireless efforts - but he couldn’t have made the impact he 
did if Car Men appeared to be a quickie second-rate production. 
Tracy made that point very well when he remembered the night 
of the movie theatre premiere:

When you’re there, watching it, it looks like a film when it’s 
on the big screen. It doesn’t look like a television show or a 
cheap production that’s been half put-together. It looks like 
something you would actually see in the movie theatre.

It looks that way because we made sure we had the experi-
ence, the talent and expertise to produce his Branded Films as it 
should be produced. We don’t say that to brag, but to emphasize 
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how critical it is to maintain a high standard of quality in these 
productions. That quality has to extend from properly structur-
ing the StorySelling™ narrative before you begin filming, to the 
actual filming and post-production on the movie itself. 

you can’t fake this level of production. you can’t hire some 
guy who shoots news footage at the local station to film some 
random interviews and hope it all comes together in the editing 
room; otherwise, you’re wasting time and money. It’s important 
to deliver a Branded Film that looks like the real deal - not a 
phony sales tape that pretends to be about something genuine. 
Car Men is genuine in its content. How genuine? 

One more comment from Tracy:

I’ve heard the feedback from the people that have watched 
it. Most of those folks would tell me if it were really bad, 
especially some of the folks, like my dad, who is brutally 
honest. And he’s cried every time he’s watched it. 

StorySelling™ works only when you tell the right story in the 
right way. And that’s the story behind the success of Tracy My-
ers and his Branded Film, Car Men.



ACT iii

storyselling™  
in ACtion

Realizing Results

“A story has its purpose and its path. It must be told 
correctly for it to be understood.” 

~  Marcus Sedgwick 





143143

CEmENTINg yOUR STORySEllINg – gAININg INTERNAl AND ExTERNAl CONTROl  

CHAPTER 11

CeMenting your  
storyselling™  

gaining Internal and  
external Control 

So, in the middle of 1999, the entrepreneur had just cashed out 
of one Internet start-up and was thinking about what his next 
venture would be – when a friend left a message asking him if he 
was interested in investing in an online business that would sell 
shoes. Even though the dotcom bubble was at its peak, he was 
inclined to delete the voicemail and move on. It sounded like, as 
he put it later, “the poster child of bad Internet ideas.”

But, when he was confronted with the fact that footwear was 
a forty-billion-dollar-a-year business at the time, and that mail 
order sales already accounted for five percent of those sales, he 
rethought the offer and decided to make the investment after all. 
They structured the company with a “drop shipment” business 
model – meaning that they have customer orders fulfilled by dif-
ferent vendors who had their own inventory and the warehouses 
to store it in. That way the new venture wouldn’t need a lot of 
infrastructure and the risk was relatively low.  
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The “dotcom bubble” popped big-time the very next year – but 
the shoe company was still standing. It brought in over a million 
dollars in sales in 2000 and quadrupled that amount in 2001.  
The entrepreneur began to see that this could work – and decid-
ed to become more involved as Co-CEO. The company opened 
a small warehouse/fulfillment center and began to service some 
orders themselves. And he began to develop both a vision and a 
goal for the company.

The goal? To achieve one billion dollars in annual sales by the 
year 2010 – and to make Fortune magazine’s “100 Best Com-
panies to Work For” List. The vision? They would no longer be 
a company that just sold shoes: they would be a company that 
provided the best possible customer service – that just happened 
to sell shoes. 

To fulfill that vision, they would have to eliminate drop ship-
ping entirely – otherwise, they could not control the complete 
customer experience. Drop shipping at that time accounted for 
a quarter of their total income – but, in his mind, the long-term 
vision was more important than the short-term loss, so he took 
the hit.

They retrained their customer service agents out of any bad hab-
its they may have picked up at other companies, such as keep-
ing calls as short as possible to make as many sales as possible. 
Instead, agents were directed to give customers lengthy advice, 
even to the point of sending them to competitors’ websites if 
they couldn’t meet their needs. The company also put new hires 
through a four week “customer loyalty” training program – and 
then, after that program was completed, they made those new 
hires an incredible offer.

The company would pay them two thousand dollars to quit.

Why? Well, if the new employee didn’t really care about what 
company they worked at, they would take the money and run. 
However, if they responded to the company culture, if they felt 
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like this was the place for them, they would stay and be dedi-
cated to the company’s vision.

Over 97% turned down the two grand.

And those that stayed were treated very well: The company 
provided their employees with free lunches, no-charge vending 
machines, a company library, a nap room, and free health care. 
The employee satisfaction level rose and so did the customer 
satisfaction level. The good vibes spread.

By the year 2008, the entrepreneur met one of his goals two 
years early – the company hit one billion dollars in annual sales. 
And the next year he met part two of his goal, as the company 
made the Fortune list of the 100 best companies to work for.

Tony Hsieh, the entrepreneur, had built Zappos into an incredible 
inspiration to the business world with its unique customer ser-
vice ethos. And in November 2009, Amazon bought the company 
for close to 1.2 billion dollars total with the understanding that it 
would still operate independently with its vision left intact.

orgAnizAtionAl storyselling™

In the first two sections of this book, we analyzed why stories 
have such a powerful effect on people - and what elements you 
need to take into account to create your own narrative for your 
StorySelling™ purposes.

This section takes us to the final stage of StorySelling™ – put-
ting it into action in your day-to-day business activity. This stage 
begins by determining how to implement your StorySelling™ 
both internally, within your organization, and externally, when 
communicating with your customers. 

We began this chapter with the Zappos saga because it is a per-
fect example of how to accomplish both tasks to the ultimate 
extent possible. We’ve helped many of our clients gain access 
to Tony Hsieh and his StorySelling™ philosophy over the years, 
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because there are few companies that have branded themselves 
so effectively and with such quick success.

Nick interviewed Tony a couple of years ago, and we will be 
sharing excerpts of that talk throughout this chapter, begin-
ning with this exchange that perfectly captures the necessity for  
StorySelling™:

Nick: I’ve heard a quote from you about Zappos being 
a service company that just happens to sell shoes. Obvi-
ously, you’re going way beyond that now. I’d love you to 
talk about that for a second because most people get caught 
up and think, “If I’m a widget maker, I make widgets, and 
that’s what I do.”

Tony: Well, my advice for any business or entrepreneur is 
whatever you’re doing, just think bigger. There is always a 
bigger vision than whatever it is that you’re doing. So take 
the railroads, for example, they were a great business at 
one point, and then cars came along, airplanes came along 
and now they’re not such a great business.

Part of the problem was they thought of themselves as being 
in the train business, whereas if they thought of themselves 
as being in the transportation business then they would 
probably be much better off and would’ve thought beyond 
just railroad tracks. Similarly for us, we actually started out 
just thinking we were in the shoes business, online shoe re-
tail, and then we sat around one day and we thought, okay, 
the bigger vision would be customer service. If we build the 
Zappos brand around the very best customer service, then 
we’re not limiting ourselves to just shoes.

What Tony is saying, if we can be excused for translating his 
words into the terminology of this book, is that StorySelling™ 
elevates your business, whatever it may be, into something more 
than that business. Zappos’ logline became, “We may sell shoes, 
but we’re really about providing the most amazing customer 
service on the planet.” Their narrative became, “We don’t care 
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what it costs us in extra employee costs, training, time and even 
sales, we are going to break the ‘normal’ business sales mold 
and do whatever it takes to meet our customers’ needs.” Or, in 
the words of Tony:

Tony: We actually take most of the money that we would’ve 
spent on paid marketing or paid advertising and put it into 
the customer experience. So whether it’s the things you talked 
about, like the shipping back and forth, running our ware-
house 24/7, or running our call center 24/7 — all of those 
things are very expensive. But we really think of those as our 
marketing dollars and let our customers basically do the 
marketing for us through word of mouth and their loyalty.

Now, let’s drill deeper into how they brought that story to life – 
and how you can do the same with yours.

the inside JoB

Whether it’s just you, you and an assistant, you and a staff, or 
you and an entire corporation, if you want your StorySelling™ 
to be as powerful as possible, you must work from “the inside 
out.” If you and anyone else who represents your organization 
don’t believe in your narrative, you may be talking the talk, but 
you’re definitely not walking the walk – and, sooner or later, 
your customers are going to know it.

For example, Google exemplifies innovation simply because 
most of us are aware of how they encourage it within the com-
pany, giving employees extra time to work on their own proj-
ects, even if it has nothing to do with their current job. That’s 
how they developed many of the most popular current Google 
products, including the driverless car, which is about as far from 
their core product line as you can get.  

In order to create that kind of internal StorySelling™, you have 
to hire people who fit into the culture you want to create – and 
properly train them in that culture. Here’s more from Tony on 
that subject:
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Nick: I’ve read a few things about your hiring process…
can you tell us about that?

Tony: Yeah, so we actually do two sets of interviews for 
everyone we hire to work at our headquarters here in Las 
Vegas. The hiring manager and his/her team interview for 
the standard experience, technical ability and so on. But 
then our HR department does a separate set of interviews 
purely for a cultural fit, and they have to pass both in or-
der to be hired. So we’ve actually passed on a lot of really 
smart, talented people that we know can make an immedi-
ate impact on our top or bottom line, but if they’re not a 
culture fit we won’t hire them.

And the reverse is true as well. We’ll fire people if they’re 
bad for the culture, even if they’re doing their specific job 
function perfectly fine. And as far as the training goes, 
everyone hired goes through the same training that our 
call center reps go through. It is four weeks long, and we 
go over company history, our philosophy about custom-
er service and points of company culture. And then they 
are actually on the phone for two weeks taking calls from 
customers. After that you start the job that you’re actually 
hired to do.

Here are FOUr big action steps to take in order to ensure you 
and your employees are creating the story you want to tell within 
your company: 

i. Clearly Articulate your Core values

This is the big one. your core values should become the bedrock 
of your StorySelling™. We help clients create and implement 
them in such a way that they become essential components of 
their narrative.

Of course, we’re sure you’ve seen big corporations paste giant 
meaningless blocks of copy on their websites and call them core 
values; and we all immediately recognize that some copywriter 
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has been hired to make up some nice-sounding words that sound 
really good, but actually have little to do with how they do busi-
ness.  That makes it difficult for the StorySeller, because cyni-
cism is the instant reaction to that kind of verbiage.

That’s why it’s crucial that you create core values that are under-
standable, relatable and actionable. 

For example, below you’ll find the ten core values that Zappos 
promotes. you’ll see the language is very natural and the mes-
sages are very clear: 

• Deliver WOW Through Service

• Embrace and Drive Change

• Create Fun and A Little Weirdness

• Be Adventurous, Creative, and Open-Minded

• Pursue Growth and Learning

• Build Open and Honest relationships With Communication

• Build a Positive Team and Family Spirit

• Do More With Less

• Be Passionate and Determined

• Be Humble

As you can see, that’s not a lot of corporate gobbledygook: 
these are terse, straightforward thoughts written in a conver-
sational language that’s easily understood by everyone within 
the company. 

Consider this approach (but do not just copy someone else’s core 
values—it never works—you need to seriously consider what is 
unique to your company and your vision) when breaking down 
your narrative into bullet points for those inside your operation 
to take on board – and for those outside your operation to read 
and admire. In the next chapter, you’ll discover how one entre-
preneur created his StorySelling™ success from his core value 
statements.
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ii. Make the Abstract Actionable

It’s one thing to say “Deliver WOW Through Service” – it’s an-
other to make it happen.  Whatever your core values happen to 
be, you need to put in place concrete methods to transform those 
values into real habitual business behavior, both by employees 
and yourself. 

For example, here’s how Tony made sure that a customer service 
representative had a genuine interaction with a customer instead 
of a programmed one that might be more efficient on a business 
level, but less satisfying on a human level:

Tony: Our approach is no scripts and not to measure ef-
ficiency in terms of the call times, which is how most call 
centers are run. Instead, we focus on the culture and make 
sure everyone in the company understands our long-term 
vision about building a Zappos brand to be about the very 
best customer service. We make sure to give them the prop-
er training to use all the tools and so on. But then leave 
it up to them to just be real and genuine and passionate 
when they’re actually talking to customers. They know the 
goal when a customer hangs up is for the customer to walk 
away thinking, “Wow, that was the best customer service 
I’ve ever had.” 

Incidentally, Disney is another great example of a company that 
excels at this kind of approach in its theme parks, training its 
“Cast Members” thoroughly in how to deal with the public in a 
way that reflects the Disney philosophy.

iii.  hold everyone Accountable to your narrative  
(Most of All, yourself!) 

As we noted, the usual statement of corporate values isn’t taken 
seriously by employees or even management; it’s usually more 
of a public relations ploy rather than any substantial initiative.  
When it comes to StorySelling™, however, your narrative must 
be taken seriously by all concerned. There should be incentives 
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for masterfully following through on that narrative – and conse-
quences for violating it. 

iv. keep your narrative Alive internally on an ongoing Basis

you know the old saw about sharks: They have to keep moving 
forward or they die. your StorySelling™ narrative is no differ-
ent – which is why it’s important to find ways to keep it a living, 
breathing animal through constant attention. 

For instance, Zappos publishes a yearly “Culture Book” that 
runs up to 480 pages long and continues to reinvigorate their 
StorySelling™. Here’s Tony on this ingenious innovation:

Nick: I understand you actually publish a “culture book” 
about the culture of working at Zappos. 

Tony: Yeah, it’s a book we put out once a year. We ask all 
of our employees to write a few paragraphs about what 
the Zappos culture means to them, and, except for typos, 
it’s unedited. So you get to read both the good and bad. 
It’s organized by department, so you can tell the difference 
between the different subcultures of different departments. 
And I guess the way to think about it is — you know how on 
websites there are customer reviews? These are basically 
kind of like employee reviews of the company. And we give 
it to prospective job candidates and even customers, ven-
dors and business partners, just so people can get a pretty 
good sense of what our culture is like.

The above four action steps create the kind of culture that sup-
ports your narrative, rather than subverts it. And that’s to your 
benefit: The secret here is that StorySelling™ doesn’t just grow 
your business on the customer side – it also strengthens it inter-
nally. If you implement it effectively, you’ll find your employees 
will feel as if they’re part of something bigger than just another 
business. In turn, they’ll be more motivated to fulfill your narra-
tive, they’ll work together more efficiently and you’ll find your-
self with a happier and more productive operation.



152152

StorySelling

tAking it to the streets

If you have your internal StorySelling™ tactics in place, then 
it’s time to deliver your narrative to the outside world in a uni-
fied and consistent way. Every time you interact with the public 
is in reality an opportunity to solidify your StorySelling™ and 
cement your logline with customers and clients.

Apple, of course, is a textbook example of how to make this 
happen. Through every aspect of its external operation – from 
their stores to their marketing to their actual products – the ele-
ments of coolness and innovation are on full display. Now, in 
contrast to Zappos, you may hear some complaining about their 
customer service – but that’s not an integral part of their narra-
tive, so they don’t have to sweat it as much.   

Obviously, you want all aspects of your business to work as well 
as possible – but you want to make doubly sure that you excel to 
the full extent of whatever aspect your StorySelling™ emphasizes.

Here are a few external areas where it’s essential that your nar-
rative takes center stage: 

• your Marketing and Advertising
We’re going to delve into this arena in much more detail 
in Chapter 13, but suffice it to say that you need to make 
sure none of your marketing efforts contradicts your overall 
StorySelling™ strategy. An ad agency may have the most 
brilliant idea for a TV commercial in the world – but if that 
commercial directly conflicts with the storyline people have 
already accepted about you, you’re in trouble: The public 
will reject the message and possibly even get angry at you. 

For example, KFC actually tried a campaign in 2003 that 
advertised how healthy their food was. Nobody believed 
their claims and an Advertising Age writer called it “des-
perate and sleazy.” The reason the fast-food chain finally 
pulled the ad? “Brand protection.”1

1  Kate MacArthur, “KFC Pulls Controversial Health-Claim Chicken Ads,” Advertising Age, 
November 18, 2003
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• your Corporate Communications
How you interact with the public as a company is also vital-
ly important to your StorySelling™ efforts.  For example, if 
you’re positioning yourself as a slightly secretive and mys-
terious organization in order to hype whatever your next 
new product or service is, you might want to limit any ex-
posure to the absolute minimum. For example, the Segway, 
the motorized upright two-wheeled device for pedestrians, 
is frequently the butt of jokes these days; however, before it 
was released, its development was very top-secret – and, to 
facilitate some high-profile leaks that would create a lot of 
excited anticipation, it was only shown to such luminaries 
as Steve Jobs (who said it was “as big a deal as the Inter-
net”) and billionaire John Doerr (who said it was more im-
portant than the Internet!). The pre-release hype and mys-
tery was so huge that the irreverent Comedy Central series 
South Park did a whole episode about it.

In contrast, Zappos, of course, took a completely differ-
ent approach to its corporate communications, based on its 
StorySelling™ narrative – by enthusiastically embracing 
transparency:

Tony: One of our core values is about being as open and 
honest and as transparent as possible. So we do that with 
our employees. We share lots of data with our vendors and 
we have tours that come through every day. They spend a 
full day or sometimes two days with us and they’re listening 
on calls and see how we score them or spend a few hours 
with our recruiting team and we share the actual interview 
questions we ask and so on.

So were very open with everything, and, in fact, we’ve actu-
ally even developed a subscription service out of it for $40 
a month at ZapposInsights.com. We share everything by 
video. You can download the answers to questions that have 
already been asked or ask any question you have. Then we 
get the best person at Zappos to answer it. If it’s a recruiting 
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question, we’ll get the head of recruiting to answer it, put it 
on video, transcribe it and then not only are we answering 
your question but it’s made available to everyone else. Over 
time we’re building up a library and a collection of videos 
that share anything that people want to learn about how we 
do things.

• Content
Another very effective way to convey your story is to cre-
ate content that explains and promotes your StorySelling™ 
narrative; this content can come in the form of books, ar-
ticles, blogs, videos, speaking engagements and one-on-one 
interviews.  Content like this positions you as more of a 
thought leader rather than just another business person out 
for free publicity – and, just as importantly, your vision is 
seen as the innovative business strategy that it is rather than 
a marketing gimmick. 

We are big believers in this concept – and we work hard 
to place our clients in such major media outlets as CNN, 
CNBC, FOX News, the major network affiliates (NBC, 
CBS, ABC and FOX) and in such national publications as 
USA Today, Inc. Magazine, Newsweek, Forbes, The New 
York Times and others. These aren’t ads we’re talking about 
– this is substantive content that showcases these entrepre-
neurs and their visions. This exposure is, of course, impor-
tant to increasing their visibility – but from a bottom-line 
profit point of view, it’s more important as a demonstration 
to their current and potential customers of their prestige and 
recognition in the world at large.  

The bottom line is that if you can make the media a partner in 
your StorySelling™, why wouldn’t you grab that opportunity? 
Content is the best way to make that happen. Just ask Tony Hsieh 
– do you think he would have done that interview with us if he 
wasn’t trying to accomplish just that?
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The real takeaway we want you to have from this chapter is you 
should never look at StorySelling™ as a kind of coat you can 
just put on and take off when convenient; instead, it has to be 
seen as an integral part of both your internal and external busi-
ness image. While some lapses in your StorySelling™ narrative 
are inevitable, they should be minimal and quickly corrected. 

Because your internal/external StorySelling™ structures are re-
ally going to be of primary importance moving forward, we’re 
going to spend a little more time on it. We recognize that many 
of you reading this book aren’t doing business on the scale of a 
Zappos (at least, not yet!) – so next, we’ll share a case study of 
a smaller entrepreneur who built his unique success based on his 
StorySelling™ core values – and really got his business in shape 
in more ways than one!
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CHAPTER 12

storyselling™  
And Core vAlues  

The Results Fitness Case Study  

Alwyn (pronounced Alan…it’s just the funny Scottish spell-
ing!) and rachel Cosgrove are fitness trainers and owners of 
results Fitness, a gym located in Santa Clarita, California that’s 
rated as one of the country’s ten best by Men’s Health magazine. 
We’ve been working with the Cosgroves for some time and have 
admired how they’ve implemented the kind of StorySelling™ 
principles we’re discussing in this book to launch their business 
up to a whole new level of success.

In this chapter, we’d like to share excerpts from a lengthy recent 
interview Nick did with Alwyn about how he translated his core 
values into a StorySelling™ slam-dunk.  As we noted in the last 
chapter, we help clients create and implement their core values 
for StorySelling™ purposes. This interview gives you a very 
sharp insight into how results Fitness created their core values, 
what they are, how they created a winning culture, and how Al-
wyn holds his staff (and himself) accountable for maintaining 
them on a day-to-day basis.

We’re going to jump right in with how Alwyn basically figured 
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out creating a unique narrative was what would set his busi-
ness apart (and, by the way, as Alwyn is Scottish, you’ll have to 
imagine everything he says having a “wee bit of a burr”).

Nick:  Let’s start with how you figured out the marketing of 
your business, because we all know that the higher you 
climb, the more the marketing advantage really allows 
you to set yourself apart. 

Alwyn:  Absolutely. There are three main parts to any business 
and I liken them to the three legs of a stool. First, you 
have marketing, which is your lead generation stuff. 
People have to know about you. People have confused 
marketing with advertising; it’s way more than that. It’s 
about getting your message out there. It’s not just ads. 
Second, you’ve got sales, where you can convert these 
leads to clients, and then, third, you have operations. 

The problem with most businesses is that people tend to 
focus more on operations and they lose everything else. 
You’ve got to focus on all three! The three-legged stool 
falls over if you take one leg away. 

Now, fitness has been around for centuries, but most fit-
ness trainers are what we call “first-generation”: They 
didn’t learn under another trainer, so it’s a very young 
field. Very quickly I realized that we had to stop pretend-
ing that this was a hobby, and realize this was a business. 

So - I started to look at what could I do to make my busi-
ness different. And it was difficult. You’ve never seen a 
personal trainer on a television show in a positive light, 
right? Whether it’s a reality show, a comedy show, or 
dramatic shows like Law and Order or a CSI, they are 
always shown in a negative light. 

So, my primary question was “How do we change the 
way fitness is done?” Well, there’s a little town in Scot-
land called Bathgate. Bathgate has a population of 
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16,000 people, and yet, in a ten-year period, the Bath-
gate Tai Kwon Do School won 60 Great Britain national 
titles, 21 European titles, seven world titles, and three 
additional world medals. Now in that same time frame, 
the U.S. won about three world medals in these areas. 

Of course, it doesn’t make any sense that there’s more tal-
ent in this little town, but it does make sense that there’s 
something happening in the gym located there that’s dif-
ferent from any other gym - an intangible. 

So I began examining a lot of businesses asking the ques-
tion, “Who’s the best in each field? Who is the number 
one in each category?” I came up with Nike, Virgin, 
Ritz-Carlton, Apple, Starbucks, Disney, Nordstrom…in-
novative companies like that. I then asked myself, “What 
makes these guys number one, and how can I apply it to 
the gym business?” 

The answer that came back when I dug deeply: All these 
have a different culture. That Tae Kwon Do School in 
Scotland is not teaching different fighting techniques. 
They just have a culture where it’s the toughest gym in 
the world. That’s where people would gravitate to and 
the training would continue to improve. There are prob-
ably boxing gyms in Detroit, and the Kronk Gym, which 
have had the same idea – this idea of a strong culture.  

I started realizing that the reason these guys were 
successful is that they understood branding, but that 
branding was based on core values – they are really an 
operating system for how you do it. When I started un-
derstanding that, I started to connect the dots with what 
I needed to understand: marketing is about your story. 

So - what is my story? My story is about the culture in 
our gym and the core values that we have. Regardless of 
what your business is, I think it’s important to understand 
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that marketing is about getting your story out there. 

Nick:  Amen. And when it comes to core values, they should be 
internal, but they also need to be externalized for cus-
tomers to see as well. This allows the consumer and the 
employees to be on the same page, which is a huge need 
in today’s marketplace. Most of the time, the commu-
nications inside and the communications outside don’t 
really match, but, by putting together a good set of core 
values and telling a story, you allow everything to come 
into alignment. Also, if you have a strong set of core 
values, it becomes so much easier to make decisions be-
cause you just have to ask, “Does this fit with our core 
values or not?” 

Alwyn:  That’s how we make our decisions. I mean lots of com-
panies have core values written on the walls when you 
go in. But they may as well be written down the toilet, 
because no one follows them. You’ve got to make a com-
mitment to it. I think that our story for Results Fitness is 
that we saw there was a problem in the fitness industry 
and we decided to change the way fitness is done; and 
here’s what we stand for, this is our story, do you want 
to be part of it?

Nick:  And that’s genius in and of itself. Everybody wants to be-
long to something bigger than themselves – and you’re 
inviting a prospect into a whole new world. I don’t think 
anyone has created the mindset of “Do you want to join 
us in changing the fitness world?”

Alwyn:  Yup, and that’s how we do it. And not everybody can be 
part of the family, and that’s all right. But here’s what 
we stand for, here’s where we’re going and this is what 
we want to do. 

I read something that Richard Branson said a long time 
ago and that was that he will only do stuff if he can do it 
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better - and be an innovator. He’s not going to do some-
thing the same as everybody else just to get in the game. 
We’re in the business of solving problems. Our product is 
fitness, but someone comes with a problem and we deliv-
er that solution through a culture that demands success 
and supports success - everything elevates when you do 
that. Whether you are running a real estate firm or a car 
dealership, what do you believe in? What are you try-
ing to do? If you are just about making money, there are 
easier ways. 

I think on some level this comes from the book Peak by 
Chip Conley, where he talks about Maslow’s Hierarchy 
of Needs. He says employees need to make money just to 
get by, but, after they reach a certain level, they are no 
longer motivated by money, they are motivated by rec-
ognition. But the top level, at the peak of the pyramid, 
is this desire to commit and belong to something bigger 
than themselves. That’s the idea that we put into every-
thing we do. For example, in our Results Fitness number 
one best-selling book, people were expecting for me to 
talk about exercising - but I discussed culture instead. I 
mean that’s the missing link. If you’re having a five figure 
income, you can’t just do more of what you are doing and 
get a six figure income. If you’ve got a six figure income, 
you can’t just do more and get a seven figure income. You 
have to do something different - and the missing link just 
might be this internal operating system of core values 
and culture.

Nick:  There are eleven of your core values that I’ve seen on 
your website. I can read them; I think they’re important 
to hear….

Alwyn: I’ve memorized them. They’re internal.

Nick:  Wow. It’s certainly a daunting task to create them in the 
first place. I think everyone thinks, “Man I’m just going 



162162

StorySelling

to take that person’s core values, those are great.” But 
that usually doesn’t work out…

Alwyn:  Actually, there’s a gym somewhere in the country that 
took our core values and, word for word, put them on 
their site. Now, this does not upset me, I think that’s 
amazing that I can influence people like that, but it’s 
not real. That person didn’t think these through and say, 
“Do I truly believe in these?” 

Anyway, here are our core values. Number one is: “Bring 
your best.” Our staff has got to do their best every day. 
That’s all I ask. If you come in tired and sleepy, you’re 
not bringing your best…and time is the only limited re-
source that we have in this life. That’s the only thing that 
we cannot increase. You can get more money, you can-
not get more time. So if you come one day, to one shift, 
without bringing your best, that day is gone forever. So 
number one is always bring your best.

Nick:  Real quick, just one thing that I want to talk about is 
that the positioning of accountability changes completely 
from employer to employee when you have core values 
like that one. Instead of going and berating someone, or 
even just trying to figure out how to explain to them that 
they didn’t do well enough, it’s such an easy thing to say, 
“Hey, what’s your number one core value? Bring your 
best. You tell me, did you bring your best on that?” It’s 
just interesting that you can play on the same team but 
teach the lesson at the same time.

Alwyn:  Yeah. That’s the thing. Moving on, number two is: “Be 
professional.” Number three is: “Be honest and transpar-
ent,” and Number four is: “Communicate clearly with 
mutual understanding.” That last one wasn’t there origi-
nally. We had to add that because we were noticing that 
we were dropping the ball on that a little bit. So these 
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values are dynamic – and they’re all action statements. 

Number five I stole from Lance Armstrong: “Have only 
good days and great days.” The gym needs to be the high 
point of our members’ day. Doing business with us, no 
matter what business you are in, should be the best part of 
your customers’ day - even if you’re selling cheeseburgers 
at the diner. You should be the high point of their day if 
you’re doing it right. I know you’re saying that you can’t 
be the high point in everybody’s day, but that’s my goal. 

Nick: Cool.

Alwyn:  Number six is, “Be ‘we’ not ‘me” – that’s the teamwork 
part of it. We work as a team, there are no stars. They’re 
not my staff, they’re my team and I’m just part of the 
team. Just as a quick aside, we did a seminar a couple 
of years ago, which was like a transformation contest, 
and one of the previous winners stood up and gave a 
little talk about how well she’d done. One of my team 
members put up his hand and said, “Hey, who was your 
trainer during this time?” She responded, “Well, it was 
you” and kind of made a joke about it. I was not happy 
- because it’s not him. He didn’t get the client, he didn’t 
sign up the client, he didn’t put the program in place, he 
didn’t bill the client and handle the scheduling; he ex-
ecuted the training system. He was just part of the wheel 
and he needed to recognize that. So that’s something 
that we take very seriously. 

Number seven is: “Constantly learn, always improve.” 
We’ve got to stay sharp; you’ve got to keep working on 
your game. Number eight is: “Have fun and a sense of 
humor.” If you’ve been around me for any length of time 
you know that there’s no way I’m going through the day 
without cracking up at least once. Number nine is: “Be 
profitable.” 
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Nick: That is on the wall for customers to see as well, right?

Alwyn: Absolutely.

Nick:  I love that, but some people might not, they might think 
that’s kind of a negative thing to put out in front of your 
customers. I don’t, but let’s get into talking about profit-
ability in front of customers. 

Alwyn:  Well, first of all, I want to be honest and transparent and 
my basic line is that if we do great work, we deserve to 
be compensated for this great work.

Nick: Yes.

Alwyn:  Now what I didn’t say is that we make a profit, I keep it 
all and spend it all, just me. Because that’s not the case. 
We reinvest in the gym and reinvest in our organization 
and we raise the standards. But, without profit, every-
thing stops. If I say, “Be honest and transparent” is one 
of my core values, and then turn around and say, “Be 
profitable” only behind the scenes, I’m already violating 
one core value right there.

Nick: Okay, cool, I love it, move on.

Alwyn:  All right, number ten is: “Exceed expectations.” This 
is just the idea that the client has their basic needs that 
they want met, but we want to go above and beyond all 
those needs all the time. How can we do this better or 
faster than anybody else? 

Our last one, number eleven is: “Keep leading.” It ties in 
with Richard Branson’s idea that we have to be ahead of 
the market. We don’t have to do everything, but we have 
to be leading from our industry. We have to continually 
innovate and do things better and just be the model for the 
rest of the world to follow as far as fitness goes.
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Nick:  I love those and they are so true. Let’s talk for a second 
about where you think that people should begin with cre-
ating their own core values for their storytelling, because 
these are such high level ideas. Where would you suggest 
somebody start? Where did you start?

Alwyn:  You have to realize that they are not rules. They’re who 
you already are. You already have core values and you 
just haven’t sort of verbalized them. I started by thinking 
“What do I believe in, what’s important to me?” I re-
member some friends of mine were going to watch a soc-
cer game on TV at this sports bar near my house and I 
was flying back from Scotland that afternoon, but I said, 
“Yeah, I’ll come down.” They said, “You won’t come 
down, you’re going to be tired, you’ll be exhausted, you 
won’t be there.” I landed and I was tired and I was ex-
hausted - but I went because it’s important to me that I 
do what I say I’ll do. I knew that no one would be mad if 
I didn’t go, but I would be mad at myself. 

So it starts with what do you believe in, what’s impor-
tant to you and who do you respect and why. If you start 
thinking about people who you respect, maybe Richard 
Branson, Donald Trump, Sugar Ray Leonard, anybody 
like that, even the pastor at your church, ask yourself, 
“Why? Why do I respect them?” It’s usually because they 
represent a core value. There is something about them 
that you respect.

And also get input from your team and what you think the 
organization is all about. What’s your higher purpose?  
The real part is that it’s a commitment to your people. If 
your business has eleven core values and you have an 
elite staff member who only takes ten onboard, they have 
to be let go. You have to live and die by these because if 
you don’t, it’s going to come back and bite you. 
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Your entire team must have every core value on the list 
to really create your culture. The same goes for clients. 
If a client or a customer is not for you, if they are ruin-
ing the culture or draining the energy, they need to be 
let go as well. If your customer is negative or is not a 
part of your culture and your energy and your place, this 
will come back and haunt you, because they will infect 
other people and they will ruin what you’ve built so hard 
to protect. Most people don’t put poison in their body 
because it will kill them eventually. Don’t put poison in 
your business because it will kill you eventually. 

The last part is that you’ve got to start talking in this 
language. It’s about constant feedback and a relentless 
reinforcement of how we’re talking in core values. I’m 
not going to reprimand a staff member or write them up 
based on an incident. It’s got to be based on one of the 
eleven core values.

But you also have to build an environment to support 
those values. If it’s impossible for everyone to work as a 
team, that’s on me, that’s not on them, right? So they can 
write me up. When we do our performance evaluations, 
we just grade on core values – and they grade me on core 
values too.

Nick: Interesting, and how often do you do that?

Alwyn:  We do that every quarter, every three months. Now, if I 
take care of our culture and I take care of those rules, 
everything else falls into place. Retention is good, sign-
ing up people is good. Our marketing is all about our 
message, and our message is about who we are. I could 
do graphs about scientific training and physiology and 
overload, but that doesn’t tell you anything about what 
it’s like training with us.
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Nick:  And no one gives a damn because they are really there to 
be treated well, to have a great time, and to get results, 
right?

Alwyn:  Yes, and again this culture is the missing link. Everyone 
with a business is just helping people who have a prob-
lem. It’s not about our product, it’s about us being the 
solution. 

Nick:  Right. Whether it’s a weight problem, a fitness problem, 
or, say, a transportation problem if you’re a car dealer, 
it’s about fixing problems.

Alwyn:  It’s just people have a problem and we are the solution 
and that’s it. There are a lot of businesses out there that 
are solutions in search of problems, unfortunately. They 
come up with great ideas that nobody actually wants.

Nick: That happens all too often. 

What’s impressive about Alwyn’s approach is his thoughtful-
ness in creating his core values and his absolute commitment to 
making those core values come alive for his clients and his staff. 
His narrative of doing fitness in a completely different way has 
paid off for him – because it’s more than a narrative, it’s how he 
actually runs his business both internally and externally. Do the 
same and you can share in his level of success.

And once you do have your StorySelling™ ready to go, it’s time 
to get into the nuts and bolts of your marketing campaigns. We’ll 
look at how you can maximize those marketing results in the 
next chapter!
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CHAPTER 13

MArketing through 
storyselling™  

Creating Cumulative Impact 

Chemist Dr. Bill Mitchell thought he had created a winner back 
in 1957 – a sugary, powdered, orange drink that was vitamin-
enhanced; kids would love to drink it and parents would love 
to buy it for them, since it had marketable health benefits. His 
employer, General Foods, agreed with him.

In 1959, the product finally hit the store shelves – but, despite 
it being advertised as having more Vitamin C than orange juice, 
it did not find itself making its way to many American break-
fast tables. Families just weren’t ready to drink a powder-based 
beverage in place of real juice. Nor was the new drink able to 
compete with Kool-Aid or any of the sweet sodas that ruled the 
snack time beverage market – instead, it seemed to fall through 
the cracks in the marketplace. 

General Foods had a problem on its hands.

Fortunately for the corporation, NASA, the U.S. space agency, 
had a problem too. The astronauts on its fledging flights com-
plained about the bitter taste of the water supply, which was a 
byproduct of the space capsule’s environmental system. When 
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the agency didn’t come up with a solution, one astronaut simply 
brought a packet of Bill Mitchell’s creation along for the ride 
and poured it into the vehicle’s water. Flavor problem solved. 

And so it was that millions of people watched astronaut John 
Glenn eat applesauce and drink Tang, the name of Bill Mitchell’s 
brainchild, as he became the first man in the world to orbit the 
earth in February of 1962.

General Foods knew a marketing opportunity when they saw 
it. And soon, space footage was making its way into Tang com-
mercials, which heavily emphasized the fact, over and over, that 
this was the beverage NASA had specifically chosen for its as-
tronauts to drink on their missions – giving it the appearance of 
having the approval of the scientific community, even though 
John Glenn’s choice was just a fluke.

Sales blasted off. And, thanks to some clever marketing, so 
did the perception that Tang, was in fact, created by NASA for 
the space program, giving it even more scientific credibility; it 
quickly acquired the aura of a cool, futuristic “beverage of to-
morrow.” A few years later, even after NASA dumped Tang in 
favor of its own flavorful nutritious concoction, General Foods 
continued to market it as a cornerstone of the space program. 
Today, Tang brings in a billion dollars a year in revenue – only 
the twelfth brand in Kraft Foods’ history (the company bought 
General Foods in 1990) to do so. 

And that billion-dollar brand only came to life because of some 
brilliant StorySelling™.

ProPelling your storyselling™  
MArketing into outer sPACe

It’s clear from Tang’s exemplary example how StorySelling™ 
can make marketing infinitely more powerful, memorable and 
impactful. In the sixties, the space race was the coolest under-
taking America was involved in; baby boomers like Tom Hanks, 
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who went on to star in Apollo 13 and produce the HBO mini-
series, From the Earth to the Moon, grew up obsessed with it. By 
attaching itself to NASA’s efforts, Tang became as cutting-edge 
and amazing as a man walking on the moon.

Of course, the problem with this particular StorySelling™ direc-
tion was that, as the space program began to wind down, so did 
Tang’s popularity (luckily, declining sales in the U.S. have been 
offset by skyrocketing sales in Asian markets). 

That’s why, to build lasting value with no expiration date, the 
StorySelling™ marketing of a Celebrity Brand should be more 
evergreen in nature; the kind of core values we discussed in the 
last two chapters play better over the long run. They can also 
be utilized to play off of current trends and fashions if need be, 
rather than just being about those trends and fashions. 

In this chapter, we’re going to look at how to StorySell your 
values creatively and consistently through all aspects of your 
marketing. And we’re going to do that by using as an example a 
guy who’s as good as anybody at doing just that – even though 
he certainly lacks the futuristic luster of the Tang/NASA combo. 

We’re talking about Dan Kennedy, the legendary direct market-
er, who has built a thriving multi-million dollar business empire 
through the StorySelling™ process we just described above. In 
2012, we were excited to collaborate with Dan on a best-selling 
book entitled, Marketing Miracles – and we can all learn a lot 
from his example. 

With that in mind, let’s take a look at some “DO’s” and “DONT’s” 
that we’ve seen Dan apply to his own StorySelling™ marketing 
over the years – and that you can apply to yours.

#1: Do APPly your Core vAlues  
to your MArketing

Dan has successfully positioned himself as something of a 
“throwback,” a traditional marketer who shows disdain for to-
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day’s slick advertising – and who, instead, gives his devotees the 
“No B.S.” truth on marketing. He has taken his old-school ap-
proach so far as to state that he doesn’t even use email or the in-
ternet – he does all his electronic communication by fax!  Dan’s 
“herd,” as he calls them, loves his eccentricities – as a matter of 
fact, they help bond his followers closer to his brand, as they feel 
they “know” Dan on a special level that outsiders don’t. 

If your StorySelling™ narrative is powerful enough, you should 
be able to follow Dan’s example and use your values and per-
sonality consistently in your marketing to attract more and more 
into your own “herd.” you’ll build more of a personal relation-
ship that takes you beyond simple business-customer transac-
tions to something more lasting and powerful.

#2: Don’t sPeAk the wrong lAnguAge

Dan Kennedy uses plain language to communicate in his mar-
keting, because he knows he’s mostly talking to conservative 
guys who are looking for a shortcut to success (although he defi-
nitely has a lot of women practicing what he preaches as well).  
you, in turn, should make sure you’re talking in the right way to 
your audience. 

Are your clients more educated and sophisticated? Or do they 
need to be led by the hand with a simpler approach? Do you 
need to sound young and innovative? Or older and experienced?  
Language is critical in your marketing to connect with the right 
potential leads – so make sure you strike the right tone.

#3: Do PlAy the “nAMe gAMe” 

Think about finding a catchy way to nail your narrative by giv-
ing yourself a new nickname you can place prominently in your 
marketing? For example, Dan calls himself “The Millionaire 
Maker.” We all see countless examples of this every day – for 
instance, an IrS attorney who might call himself “The Tax Ex-
pert” or a dentist who bills herself as the “Smile Specialist.”  
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These nicknames are, many times, easier for people to remem-
ber than your real name – just make sure you can lock up the 
Internet domain name before you settle on one!

#4: Don’t over (or under) sell

Dan’s audience expects to be sold – they don’t mind his continual 
marketing because that’s what he’s all about (and, more impor-
tantly, they also want to learn from and emulate what he’s doing). 

your specific sales approach can range from merely providing 
potential customers with legitimate and useful content all the 
way to an over-the-top “Crazy Eddie” style of screaming sales 
pitch. you have to determine what works best for your specific 
StorySelling™ narrative – and what your typical client or cus-
tomer is expecting from you.  

#5: Do MAke sure your storyselling™  
hAs the right “look”   

The visual element of marketing often takes center stage as well 
in your marketing initiatives. Think of Nike’s spare use of its 
“Swoosh” logo – or Apple’s consistently elegant advertising de-
sign; in both cases, the brands’ visual StorySelling™ registers 
almost immediately with the viewer, allowing them to get right 
to the ‘meat’ of their current message, and meaning they never 
have to waste time explaining who they are.

Similarly, Dan Kennedy is famous for his “low-tech” approach 
to his marketing visuals – encasing an information kit in brown 
paper bagging would not only be accepted but applauded by 
Kennedy-ites. They don’t expect elegance – as a matter of fact, 
that’s something to be distrusted in Kennedy StorySelling™. 
“No B.S.” means no frills when it comes to design (although 
even Dan has updated his look in recent months, presumably to 
continue to attract younger followers).   



174174

StorySelling

#6: Don’t ignore Any oPPortunity  
to MArket your nArrAtive

Dan Kennedy’s attitude pervades everything he does: Whether 
it’s a simple email or a complete book, his narrative is always 
firmly in place – and is always selling his Celebrity Brand on 
some level. In previous chapters, we’ve talked about how other 
StorySelling™ superstars like Donald Trump and richard Bran-
son accomplish the same thing with every move they make.

your StorySelling™ narrative should be suggesting an overall 
attitude that comes through in every marketing move you make, 
from your LinkedIn profile page to your youTube videos to your 
website copy. Check out Dan Kennedy’s stuff – and you’ll see 
a clear and consistent tone throughout…which brings us to our 
final “Don’t”…

#7: don’t violAte your nArrAtive! 

Actor Bill Murray is now known for doing a variety of dramatic 
movie roles – some of which have gotten him Oscar nomina-
tions.  However, in 1984, he was mostly known as the goofball 
lead of such hugely popular lowbrow comedies as Ghostbusters 
and Stripes. So, when the actor played the lead in a serious 
version of W. Somerset Maugham’s philosophical novel, The 
Razor’s Edge, audiences (and, mind you, they weren’t large 
audiences) were confused – and Murray’s attempt to alter his 
StorySelling™ narrative backfired badly at the time.

Similarly, if Dan Kennedy came out with an academic disser-
tation on marketing, announced he had received his Ph.D. and 
requested that everyone call him “Dr. Kennedy,” many of his 
followers would be completely thrown for a loop – unless it was 
some kind of elaborate joke. 

Once your audience is accustomed to seeing you a certain way, 
they are inclined to reject any radical attempt to present you in a 
different way.  As we discussed in Chapter 3, when people buy 
into a story, their brains will actively fight any effort that con-
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tradicts that story. That’s why you have to be careful in terms of 
being consistent in your marketing approach.

By the way, this isn’t to say you can’t change your narrative 
as you evolve – it’s actually smart if you do, as we discussed 
in Chapter 8. But you have to take baby steps. Murray even-
tually changed his StorySelling™ image by taking supporting 
dramatic roles that had elements of comedy in them. These were 
movies that weren’t necessarily aimed at Murray’s fans - and 
brought him a whole new audience that would accept him not 
playing the fool.

The above DO’s and DON’T’s give you a rough guideline for 
how to successfully implement your StorySelling™ into your 
marketing materials. But there’s one last all-important step to 
take in order to make your StorySelling™ really stick….

the Power of rePetition  
it’s A wonderful deviCe

We all know what happens when a snowball rolls downhill; 
it continues gathering more and more snow until it grows and 
grows in mass and force.

That’s exactly what happens to your Celebrity Brand when you 
apply StorySelling™ to all aspects of your marketing. When we 
say all aspects, we mean all aspects - we’re talking about:

• Business cards

• Websites

• Newsletters

• Billboards

• Direct mail campaigns

• Letterhead

• Email signatures

• TV ads
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• Radio ads

• Brochures

• Promotional items

• Social Media

• internet marketing

• Online videos

• Magazine Ads

• Holiday Cards

• Logos and Design Elements

…and whatever other marketing efforts you’re planning or al-
ready have in place.  The idea is to plant the seed of your narra-
tive – even if it’s just a slogan – wherever you can. 

Let’s return to the story with which we began this chapter: This 
was how, when consumers thought of Tang in the sixties and sev-
enties, they connected it with the story of astronauts drinking it on 
NASA missions. That association only happened because General 
Foods hammered home this message again and again, through the 
type of ads we showed you in the beginning of this chapter, until 
that narrative was firmly implanted in American minds.

That couldn’t have happened with one single advertisement – it 
had to be done through relentless repetition. An old marketing 
axiom has it that, at the point when you’re finally completely 
sick and tired of your own message, that’s just about the time 
that the public is just beginning to pay attention to it. you deal 
with your marketing constantly, so it’s very easy for you to over-
dose on your own message. However, your public is a different 
story, and your message is only one of thousands they going to 
be exposed to on an everyday basis. 

That’s why you need to create a cumulative impact through rep-
etition to really stand out with your StorySelling™ marketing.  

If you don’t think repetition has power, consider the case of the 
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Christmas movie classic, It’s a Wonderful Life. As of this writ-
ing, this almost seventy-year-old black and white film is shown 
yearly on NBC around the holidays; no other film like it gets that 
kind of first class treatment. Not only that, but many popular TV 
series continue to reference and spoof its well-known plot – so 
most of us are probably of the opinion that this movie has al-
ways been well-known and beloved.

However, in 1974, It’s a Wonderful Life was a not-so-wonderful 
flop that was virtually forgotten; even the owners of the rights to 
the film didn’t think it was worth anything. They failed to renew 
its copyright that year and the movie entered the public domain. 

That meant any TV station in the country could show the movie 
without having to pay for it.

And they did – relentlessly every Christmas. Every first, sec-
ond and third-rate TV channel would repeat the movie endlessly, 
simply because they could sell advertising for a couple of hours 
that cost them nothing to program. Only then did It’s A Wonder-
ful Life – and it’s unique narrative – finally become a part of our 
holiday rituals, so much so that a production company found a 
way to reclaim the copyright, resulting in NBC paying big bucks 
to an exclusive long-term deal to license the movie for annual 
showings.

So – what do you want your StorySelling™ narrative to be? It’s 
a Wonderful Life in 1974 or in 2013? The only difference be-
tween the two is the element of repetition. 

One last note about It’s a Wonderful Life. As you probably know, 
it’s all about how we can all change the world for the better 
by making a positive impact. Well, you can do that with Story-
Selling™ as well. 

And we’ll reveal how that can happen in the very next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 14

storyselling™  
for A CAuse  

Boosting Awareness, Raising Money  
and Creating Change 

All of their parents were worried. And with good reason.

Three kids, only one of whom was old enough to have gradu-
ated from college, had bought a used video camera on eBay and 
decided to go make a film. And even though they all lived in 
Southern California, this wasn’t anything close to a Hollywood 
project. No, this trio had decided to go to a war-torn area of Af-
rica just to see what they might find. 

They didn’t have a plan. They certainly didn’t have much mon-
ey. And they had never done anything like it. But they thought 
they’d make a kind of road movie to document their travels for 
fun.

The fun soon ended. They ended up stranded in northern Ugan-
da and made what was easily the most horrible discovery of their 
young lives: Out in the countryside, on a nightly basis, local 
children were being kidnapped from their families and forced to 
serve as child soldiers in a mercenary army. Thousands of other 
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local kids, anxious to escape that deadly fate, made a journey of 
many miles on foot, without shoes, to find shelter in the nearest 
cities where they had some degree of protection.

The three American boys discovered these desperate youths 
sleeping practically on top of each other on the floor at a hospi-
tal in the Ugandan city they were staying in – and documented 
the massive group of children in their video. The would-be film-
makers also encountered their own physical risks – all three con-
tracted malaria, causing one of them to lose sixty pounds. 

But they finished their almost-no-budget film and premiered it 
a year later at a San Diego community center – to an audience 
of five hundred. The response made them want to do more to 
help; they wanted to increase awareness of what was happening 
to these kids and try to stop it. They worked to get their movie 
screened at high schools, colleges and churches.  And, in classic 
Hollywood style, they made a series of sequels.

And finally they started a nonprofit organization, something 
none of them had ever imagined doing, to help rebuild war-torn 
schools in Uganda and also provide scholarships to children 
there.

Other young people joined their movement – one of them con-
vinced his parents to loan the fledging organization $70,000. 
Out of donated office space in a San Diego industrial park, they 
began to raise money from their grassroots efforts, which were 
beginning to snowball. From that $70,000 investment, they were 
able to create an infrastructure that allowed them to raise mil-
lions and millions.

On March 5, 2012, exactly nine years after the threesome made 
their first journey to Uganda, their organization put up on the 
Internet their latest production - a professionally-produced 
half-hour documentary version of the story about the enslaved 
army of children entitled Kony 2012. It instantly went viral ev-
erywhere on the web at a pace never before seen, racking up 
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over twenty million views in a matter of weeks and raising both 
awareness and money for this cause.  As of September of 2012, 
the film had over 93 million views on youTube and almost 17 
million views on Vimeo. 

But maybe the most shocking statistic was this: a poll taken 
shortly after the video’s initial release suggested that over half 
of all young American adults had heard about the Kony 2012 
film – in a matter of days.

the next steP in storyselling™

Kony 2012, the film created by the nonprofit organization Invisible 
Children is an incredible demonstration of how StorySelling™ 
can promote not only a product or a brand, but also a cause (and 
also of how a branded film can have an incredible impact, as we 
discussed in Chapter 9). Kony 2012 creates such a compelling 
narrative that Kony, the Ugandan war criminal who was behind 
the kidnapping of children for military purposes, isn’t even 
mentioned until nearly a third of the way through the running 
time – instead, you’re drawn in by the children’s story and made 
to feel part of something bigger than yourself.

And that’s a process that not only works for nonprofits such as 
Invisible Children, but also for big brands. For example, Pepsi 
has a “refresh” initiative that gave out twenty million dollars 
in grants for people to promote new ideas that had a positive 
impact on the world; Starbucks has their Shared Planet program 
to help communities with environmental programs; and Nike 
has their Better World subdivision to encourage recycling of its 
products. There are many more examples of these kinds of cor-
porate causes – but the point is they are putting millions of dol-
lars behind these kinds of projects not just to help the world, but 
because it’s also good branding. 

In today’s marketplace, consumers want to reward the “good 
guys” more than ever. And that’s why, more and more, you see 
huge companies engaging in cause marketing on a massive scale 
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and promoting them heavily through social media. So consider 
taking on the right cause yourself – and make it an integral part 
of your StorySelling™.  

This chapter will teach you some very effective ways to do just 
that, whether you’re a nonprofit dedicated to change – or a per-
sonal brand wanting to expand your influence.

the storyselling™ differenCe

In today’s crowded marketplace, the last thing any cause mar-
keter should assume is that, just because they’re talking about a 
worthy subject, everyone’s going to automatically pay attention 
to them.

The fact is, great StorySelling™ is required to sell a cause. 
Would anyone have cared about horrible conditions in Uganda 
– if the Invisible Children organization hadn’t worked so hard 
to create a story that would grab people’s attention? There are 
other human tragedies just as devastating happening around the 
globe – the difference was that Kony 2012 expertly conveyed the 
one in Uganda with some compelling StorySelling™.

That’s why we produced Jacob’s Turn and are continuing to 
work on other similar projects through our Entrepreneurs In-
ternational Foundation, such as the branded film we recently 
created to benefit Esperanza International, an organization that 
dedicates itself to helping children and their families in the Do-
minican republic escape poverty (Esperanza was founded by 
former Seattle Mariners catcher Dave Valle and his wife Vicky). 
More broadly, we have also created a system called FilmFund-
ing™ which helps other nonprofits raise the money to produce 
films to promote their causes. 

But again, as we noted, cause marketing is as important to for-
profits as it is to non-profits - and StorySelling™ brings three 
powerful advantages in the ways it can raise awareness (as well 
as much-needed funds), for a cause marketer:  
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AdvAntAge #1:  
storyselling™ CreAtes eMPAthy

As we’ve discussed in previous chapters, a well-told story 
causes the listener to empathize with the “hero” – and to feel 
what that hero feels in his or her struggle to overcome obstacles. 
When a documentary tackles a cause, the organization fighting 
for that cause becomes this “hero.” We see the odds it must face 
in trying to do the good deeds it has set out to accomplish – and 
we end up rooting for it succeed, just like we’d root for rocky 
to win a fight or Iron Man to take out a super-villain threatening 
the world. 

Similarly, when you tell the story of someone who represents 
the cause in a powerful way, you create a strong emotional bond 
with that cause. There have been numerous very effective anti-
smoking ads over the years featuring long-time smokers who are 
dying from their tobacco habit. Academy Award-winning actor 
yul Brynner even recorded a commercial specifically produced 
to run on television after he passed away from cancer, in which 
he warned viewers, “Now that I’m gone, I tell you: Don’t smoke, 
whatever you do, just don’t smoke.”  

How many times more powerful is that than a spot made up of 
statistics and charts about the health risks of smoking? Hard to 
calculate, but easy to imagine.

AdvAntAge #2:  
storyselling™ Puts A fACe on  

An ABstrACt CAuse

There is a reason that both the Humane Society’s effort to help 
abandoned animals and charities that solicit sponsorships for im-
poverished children in other countries relentlessly run commer-
cials with long close-ups of those they seek to help with some 
kind of well-known emotional song (“you Are So Beautiful” by 
Joe Cocker and “I Will remember you” by Sarah McLachlan) 
playing throughout the commercial. They’re effective – it’s hard 
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to turn away from needy kids (or sad dogs!) without feeling you 
have to do something to help them. This is StorySelling™ at 
its most basic – putting a face (or in this case, many faces) on a 
cause that you can identify with emotionally. 

If you want a pre-online example of how powerful a face can be 
to a cause, look no further than the AIDS epidemic in the 1980’s. 
The virus had claimed many lives and seemed to be out of con-
trol, but then-President ronald reagan still made no mention of 
it. However, when his Hollywood friend, actor rock Hudson, 
passed away from the disease in 1985, the President finally ad-
dressed the topic and said it was a priority for his administra-
tion. At the time, actress Morgan Fairchild said, “rock Hudson’s 
death gave AIDS a face.”1 

AdvAntAge #3:  
storyselling™ insPires ACtion

For a cause, this is probably the most important advantage 
StorySelling™ brings to the table. We began this chapter by 
discussing the Kony 2012 video. When it went viral, so did the 
cause – to millions of people who didn’t even know who Kony 
was. And Invisible Children’s donations tripled for the fiscal 
year ending in June of 2012.  

Even Oprah gave the charity two million dollars! 

Putting storyselling™ to  
work for your CAuse

These are pretty heavy-duty advantages to contribute to any 
cause; that’s why so many marketing experts recommend that 
nonprofits use storytelling in order to make the most impact. If 
you’re wondering how to make StorySelling™ work for your 
cause, here are a few of the most effective ways:

• show those who need help
As we just noted, causes try to raise money in many in-

1 “The Show Goes On in Aids Battle,” BBC News, November 24th, 2003
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stances by simply showing the faces of the needy. you can 
take this method one step further by actually telling the sto-
ry of one person (or animal, for that matter) who’s in a life-
and-death situation where assistance is desperately needed. 
Obviously, this is a very effective approach and one that 
really paid off for the producers of Kony 2012.

you can also take more of a focused approach by telling 
the narrative of one needy person through that individual’s 
point of view. This can actually be more powerful in cre-
ating that all-important empathy that sparks action.  This 
method was used repeatedly by Jerry Lewis and the Mus-
cular Dystrophy Association during their yearly Labor Day 
telethons, when they would show various vignettes of chil-
dren and how the disease affected their individual lives (and 
continue to raise record-breaking donation amounts on an 
annual basis).

• show those you’ve helped
Organizations such as March of Dimes and Big Brothers 
Big Sisters have launched social media StorySelling™ ef-
forts that spotlight those whose lives they’ve helped change 
for the better. Similarly, the Make-A-Wish foundation 
shares its video wishes on youTube.

By showing how your cause initiative actually made a dif-
ference, you demonstrate the actual good that donations can 
do for potential donors. When the public can see their dol-
lars actually impacting lives in dramatically positive ways, 
they feel much more confident about giving to your cause.

• use some star Power
When Hollywood makes a movie about an actual event or 
living notable, they don’t go out and hire the actual people 
who were involved to reenact the story; they hire star actors 
and actresses. Why? Because people want to see celebrities.

That’s why so many causes try to obtain the services of a 
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celebrity spokesperson to tell their story – and many ce-
lebs are willing simply because it’s good for their Celebrity 
Brands. The public is predisposed to pay more attention 
when a public personality is delivering the message. This, 
of course, doesn’t have to be a TV or movie celebrity – it 
could be a sports star, a well-liked political figure or other 
public personality.

Of course, you should choose wisely when using this  
StorySelling™ method. Bicycling champion Lance Arm-
strong had to publicly resign from Livestrong, the charity 
he himself had founded fifteen years ago, to stop the dam-
age caused by accusations that he doped his way to victory 
to achieve his record-setting race wins.

• what’s the worst that Could happen? 
In the last chapter, we discussed the movie It’s a Wonderful  
Life – well, the plot of that film applies to this StorySelling™ 
method. Think of telling a story where the viewer has to 
imagine what it would be like if your cause initiative wasn’t 
there to do whatever it does. For example, there have been 
scores of PSAs that dramatized the stories of those who 
abuse alcohol and drugs and end up in tragic situations, be-
cause no one ever intervened and stopped them.    

• leave them laughing
Humor is definitely not always the best way to motivate 
action, but it can still be effective (you can check out 
seven funny “message” ads at: http://armchairadvocates.
com/2012/07/02/top-7-hilarious-psa-videos-that-mix-
humor-and-social-good/). Of course, funny online videos 
always get a lot of attention, but, again, results from those 
funny videos can be mixed (which is a reason why a lot of 
companies actually shy away from humorous advertising). 

These are just a few of the most prominent cause marketing  
StorySelling™ approaches – there are literally millions of them 
out there, and available to look at on the internet.  It’s simply 
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a matter of choosing which StorySelling™ narrative will work 
best for your particular cause and your specific fundraising 
needs. 

Social Media: Your Most Powerful StorySelling™ Venue

Kony 2012 is the star example of StorySelling™ a cause through 
social media. Most people who discovered the film found it 
“shared” by Facebook friends or clicked on a Twitter link.

The truth is that, even though cause marketing has been around 
for a long time, social media has caused it to, in the words of Ari-
anna Huffington, “catch fire.”2 Here are a few eye-opening sta-
tistics gathered from MDG Advertising from various sources:3

• 98% of nonprofits use Facebook and 74% are on Twitter.

•  There was a 91% increase in the amount of donations made 
on social media from 2011 to 2012.

•  68% of social media users will want to find out more about  
a cause if a friend posts about it.

•  The average value of a “Like” on Facebook, in terms of dona-
tions, is an average $161 per. When combined with marketing 
over other social media sites, that increases to $214. 

Why are cause marketing and social media such an amazing 
match? Because people like to feel part of something positive 
and life-affirming – and, if they “share” something like the Kony 
2012 film, they feel like they’re doing something to combat the 
problem and they feel good about themselves.  “Authenticity” is 
a key word when it comes to social media – and most causes, of 
course, are incredibly authentic in their desire to simply make a 
positive difference in the world. 

Marc Blinder, a creative director for Context Optional, a social 
media marketing company, explains it like this: “When you want  

2  Arianna Huffington, “Companies and Causes: Social Media Jumpstart a Marketing  
revolution,” April 6, 2011, The Huffington Post

3  “2012: It Was a Very Good year for Social Giving,” December 11th, 2012,  
MDG Advertising Blog
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people to know about the good you’re doing in the world, Face-
book is a prime mobilization platform. People want their friends 
to see them doing something good – those types of activities are 
very palatable in this medium because it’s a place users expect 
to be engaged in this way.”4

As we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, few people 
knew anything about the Uganda situation – until they woke up 
one morning in March of 2012 and suddenly saw Kony 2012 
popping up left and right on all their friends’ Facebook walls. 
Social media is where people like to hear about – and have the 
opportunity to participate in – doing good in the world. That’s 
why it’s the perfect place to tell everyone about your cause. 

And actually, it’s a pretty good place to do your own Celebrity 
Brand StorySelling™ as well. In the next chapter, we’ll give you 
some tips and tricks on how best to bring your StorySelling™ to 
life through tweets, status updates, boards and “shares” - through 
the primary communication gathering places of our time!

4  David Hessekiel, “Cause Marketing on Facebook: Truths, Tips and Trends,” November 8th, 
2011, Forbes.com



189189

STORySEllINg WITh SOCIAl mEDIA – CREATINg (AND CONTROllINg) ThE CONvERSATION 

CHAPTER 15

storyselling™ with  
soCiAl MediA  

Creating (and Controlling)  
the Conversation 

The band was ready to play…but, unfortunately, there were only 
two people in the theatre.

Alex Hwang, Daniel Chae, John Chong, Jennifer rim, Sally 
Kang and Joe Chun were all the children of Korean immigrants 
– and they had gotten together to start a rock group that they 
named “Monsters Calling Home,” the title reflecting their con-
flicted nationalities. They were based in L.A. and, of course, 
were anxious to break into the music business with their unusual 
approach – a genre they called “gangster Oriental folk.”

The first step to success, in their minds, was to produce a music 
video with the potential to go viral on youTube.

Only problem? They didn’t really have the budget to create any-
thing all that exciting – or even a cool location to just shoot the 
band performing.  They were so broke that, many nights, they 
didn’t have a place to sleep after their club gigs and had to ask 
people in the audience if they had a place where they could crash.
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What they did have, however, was their cars – which were a 
source of amusement to everybody that knew them, because 
they all drove Hondas. In the words of Hwang, “We always joke 
that maybe it’s because we’re all Asian.” 

So they shot video of themselves playing their various instru-
ments squeezed inside their vehicles – and they then edited it 
together and posted it on youTube. And, to their surprise, the 
video started racking up hits. A lot of them.

So many hits that it reached the attention of Honda’s advertising 
agency. They thought the video was cool and hired the band to 
put on a special show for six hundred members of Honda’s high 
level management. It felt like it could be the most important 
night of their band’s life.

The band was ready to rock on that magic night – but they were 
informed that the company had called an emergency meeting. 
Most of the management couldn’t make it to the concert. Which 
is why they were standing onstage in the theatre Honda had 
booked, ready to play a full show for the only two people who 
were available to come.

Finally, a Honda representative told them the company was can-
celling the show altogether. The band was devastated – until he 
told them the second piece of news. They never really intended 
to have the band play for Honda management in the first place. 
The real gig? Playing for the entire country on ABC’s late-night 
talk show Jimmy Kimmel Live!, whose studio just happened to 
be across the street.

The band’s mood quickly changed from despair to joy – and, 
with absolutely no preparation time, they raced over to Kim-
mel’s studio, where they played their hearts out for their first 
national audience.

The above incident happened on Tuesday, September 18th, 
2012, and was an integral part of Honda’s social media cam-
paign, “Honda Loves you Back,” which was designed to gain 
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the brand some traction with younger demos and also to create a 
viral video that would spread across social media like wildfire. 

And it worked. 

Honda received a ton of “old media” coverage for the Jimmy 
Kimmel stunt - and their Facebook page currently has two-and-
a-half million “Likes.” 

As we touched on in the last chapter, social media StorySelling™ 
requires some different techniques than traditional StorySelling™ 
– but it also can provide a bigger (and more cost-effective) 
pay-off when successful. In this chapter, we’ll talk about how 
to create a compelling conversation on Facebook, Twitter and 
other social media outlets – and why it’s a necessity, in today’s 
marketplace, to take advantage of these mostly-free and all-
powerful tools.  We’ll also put up some red flags you should 
avoid when implementing your StorySelling™ in social media

driving soCiAl MediA suCCess

When Honda booked Monsters Calling Home on Jimmy Kimmel 
Live!, it wasn’t an isolated incident for the carmaker – no, social 
media has been a must for its overall marketing plan, especially 
since “Million Mile Joe” became a viral video success story in 
late 2011. If you’re not familiar with Million Mile Joe, his real 
name is Joe LoCicero, he lives in Maine and he managed to 
drive his 1990 Honda Accord over a million miles. Honda threw 
him a parade and gifted him with a brand new Accord when his 
odometer reached the magic number.  

Since then Honda has done numerous other StorySelling™ 
events through social media, such as:

•  Profiling Tim Mings, the last remaining “shadetree” mechanic 
(a mechanic who fixes cars at his home) who works on the 
original Honda N600 Hatchback (the first Honda model spe-
cifically made for the U.S. market).

•  Launching a “Pintermission” campaign on Pinterest by gifting 
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top site users with $500 to bring their Pinterest boards to life.

•  returning the favor when a man mowed a Honda logo into 
his backyard – by mowing the man’s name into the lawn of its 
corporate headquarters

Now, none of the above efforts have anything to do with directly 
selling cars – but all of them do create an extremely positive 
conversation about the Honda brand.  

John Watts, the American Honda senior manager of digital mar-
keting, gave some insight into the company’s strategy at the 
2012 Advertising Age Social Engagement conference. “People 
are valuing kindness over exclusivity in a brand,” said Watts, 
who also added, “your storytelling must be an extension of your 
brand. Authenticity is not reality. Authenticity is not testimoni-
als. Authenticity is not a spokesperson, a celebrity who may not 
even buy your product. Authenticity must be earned.”

Let’s talk about how you can use StorySelling™ to start earning 
your authenticity.

ConversAtion stArters

In the last chapter, we talked about how social media is perfect 
for cause marketing, simply because people enjoy being a part of 
efforts they feel are positive and important, and they can feel like 
they’ve done something simply by “sharing” stories about them.

These kinds of causes are, by their very nature, authentic – so 
cause marketers don’t have to worry too much about building 
trust. Anyone building a Celebrity Brand, however, does. you 
don’t ever want to be seen as a one-note marketer on Facebook 
or Twitter, where your statuses could be mistaken for spam. Oth-
erwise, you’ll lose followers faster than a politician caught tak-
ing a bribe.

The way you avoid that situation is by providing value in your 
social media StorySelling™ – and also not making it all about 
you. you need to be a combination of teacher, entertainer and 



193193

STORySEllINg WITh SOCIAl mEDIA – CREATINg (AND CONTROllINg) ThE CONvERSATION 

benefactor in everything you do – and most of all, you have to 
be interesting.

That might seem like a tall order, but there are some simple 
methods you can use to put all those together to work for your 
brand. Another carmaker closer to home, Ford Motors, also has 
a robust social media strategy that works – and Ford’s head of 
social media marketing, Scott Monty, shared some valuable ad-
vice at the 2013 New Media Expo that is well worth passing on:

• let fans tell your story. 
At first, Ford tried to tell its story to consumers through 
one-way StorySelling™ – but soon found out it was much 
more effective to let Ford owners relate how they connect 
to the brand. What started out as “The Ford Story” became 
“Ford Social” in 2011 – as the company focused on shar-
ing customer stories rather than relating their own corporate 
narrative.  In the words of Monty, “If you have a good prod-
uct, let go of your fear and let others tell your story.” real 
people have authenticity built in, as Honda also proved 
through its viral successes with Monsters Calling Home 
and Million Mile Joe.

• rethink how you share news. 
The big car companies usually unveil new models at trade 
shows – but all that competition means a heated scramble 
to get the attention of the journalists covering these indus-
try events. In 2011, Ford decided to launch their new Ford 
Explorer online instead - and primed the pump by engaging 
some of the brand’s most influential fans months ahead of 
time, by giving them special advance access. Once again, 
real people were creatively utilized to give the brand the 
authenticity it was after, and to create a viable grassroots 
strategy.  “When you treat amateurs like pros, they tend to 
act like pros,” says Monty.

• share content everywhere you can. 
When Ford created its own web series, “Escape My Life,” 
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to promote its Escape models, it went well beyond youTube 
and posted the videos on Hulu and other platforms to make 
sure the videos reached the widest possible audience. As 
most of these outlets are free, why not make sure you’re 
reaching everyone you possibly can? According to Monty, 
you should “embrace the platforms your audience is using, 
not [just] the ones you’re comfortable with.” 

• Be willing to experiment and learn from mistakes. 
Ford put a lot of effort and star power (ryan Seacrest and 
“The Soup” star Joel McHale) into a major social media 
campaign, “random Acts of Fusion” – but it failed to catch 
on. Why? Monty thinks it was too complicated – and he left 
out the all-important factor of using real people to anchor 
and promote the campaign. However, you still never know 
what might and might not catch on – so it doesn’t hurt to 
try something (but we suggest doing so in a limited way, at 
first, to test the waters, since few of us have the resources 
that Ford has to throw at marketing!). 

• think long-range.
Ford believes in creating an “engagement ladder” that, over 
time, builds trust and creates authenticity. “Social media is a 
marriage, not a one-night stand,” says Monty. Social media 
StorySelling™ should always create an ongoing long-range 
narrative that builds towards higher and higher goals.  For 
example, Honda is continuing its “Honda Loves you Back” 
campaign by continuing to identify and honor Honda own-
ers who show the brand their devotion in unique and fun 
ways. One woman sent the company a painting she made of 
her Honda – and, in return, the company put a portrait of the 
woman up in their company headquarters!

There are two qualities we want to stress that are almost es-
sential to any social media StorySelling™ – authenticity and 
user-engagement, both of which are highly evident in all of the 
above points. One tends to feed the other; when you find ways 
to involve your audience in your social media narratives, it can’t 
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help but up the authenticity factor. ryan Seacrest might work 
gangbusters on American Idol, but, when it comes to Facebook, 
Million Mile Joe just might be the bigger “star” for your brand 
(and he’s a lot more affordable). 

soCiAl MediA red flAgs 

While it’s true social media offers almost unlimited opportuni-
ties to StorySell your Celebrity Brand, it also contains a lot of 
hidden dangers as well. Many online business and marketing 
websites routinely spotlight social media disasters experienced 
by brands; the major missteps that are revealed are usually ones 
that could have easily been avoided.

To help you avoid a ‘Twitter-astrophe’ or an epic Facebook fail, 
keep these “red flags” in mind as you go about spinning your 
story on social sites:

• Red Flag #1: Real time can be a real disaster. 
One of the best things about social media is that you can 
act, react and interact immediately in real time; that means 
you can use current events to your advantage and respond 
to your followers without delay. This, however, can also be 
the worst thing about social media; sometimes you post too 
quickly without thinking something through.

For example, just as Hurricane Sandy was threatening to 
bring record-setting devastation to the New york and New 
Jersey shorelines, American Apparel posted a marketing 
message saying that “Just in case you’re bored during the 
storm, 20% off everything for the next 36 hours.” Custom-
ers quickly responded online with some stormy criticism 
of the company’s insensitivity to those in the path of the 
natural disaster.

As a matter of fact, current events can burn you another 
way as well…  
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•  Red Flag #2: Pre-scheduled postings can  
become a problem.
Many programs out there allow you to compose your tweets 
and Facebook postings in advance and schedule when they 
actually go “live” on the sites. This is an excellent way to 
map out your StorySelling™ in advance, since you and/or 
your staff don’t have to worry about personally posting at 
designated times. However, current events can also intrude 
on this pre-planned process, as the National rifle Associa-
tion discovered to its regret. The morning after the tragic 
shootings at a movie theatre in Aurora, Colorado, the NrA’s 
scheduled tweet chirpily noted, “Good morning, shooters. 
Happy Friday!”  

Whenever a major event hits the headlines, you should im-
mediately double-check to see how the big news might im-
pact what you’re planning to post on social media. And if 
you’re unsure, by all means get an outside opinion, because 
you never want to invite a backlash. 

Even though it can be very easy to do just that…

•  Red Flag #3: Your brand weaknesses can  
come back to bite you.
Everyone wants to think that the public views their brand in 
a completely favorable light – but that leads to some dan-
gerous tunnel vision that has already resulted in negative 
consequences for some of the world’s biggest companies. 

In 2012, McDonalds paid to promote its restaurants on 
Twitter with the hashtag #McDStories – intending to do 
some positive StorySelling™ of its own. Unfortunately, the 
fast food chain has its detractors out there and they quickly 
hijacked the hashtag with such devastating tweets as, “Fin-
gernail in my Big Mac,” “Ordered a McDouble, something 
in the damn thing chipped my molar,” and “Hospitalized for 
food poisoning after eating McDonalds in 1989. Never ate 



197197

STORySEllINg WITh SOCIAl mEDIA – CREATINg (AND CONTROllINg) ThE CONvERSATION 

there again and became a Vegetarian. Should have sued.” 

The lifespan of this StorySelling™ campaign? Exactly one 
hour – and then McDonalds yanked the campaign for good. 

So be aware of who out there might have it in for you and 
your brand – and beware of handing over control of your 
StorySelling™ to everyone and anyone when you proceed. 
(Also note that Honda, with its Honda Loves you Back cam-
paign, chose who they involved in their StorySelling™.)

And speaking of control…

•  Red Flag #4: The wrong person might have access  
to your social media accounts.

“Ryan found two more 4 bottle packs of Midas Touch 
beer…when we drink, we do it right.”

“I find it ironic that Detroit is known as the Motor City, 
yet no one around here knows how to f***ing drive.”

“Obamas gma even knew it was going 2be bad. She died 
3 days b4 he became president.”

Those are three “interesting” tweets, wouldn’t you say? 
What’s even more interesting is the fact that they were 
sent, respectively, by the official accounts of the red 
Cross, Chrysler Autos and the KitchenAid appliance 
company!

Obviously, these were personal tweets that accidentally 
went out under these brands’ banners – but they also took 
those companies’ StorySelling™ efforts in a very weird 
direction that was undoubtedly offensive to many. yes, it 
can be hard to prevent this kind of social media accident 
– but the first step is to limit the staff members who have 
access to your brand accounts and make sure they’re re-
sponsible with that access (not to mention sober!).

But when the worst does happen…
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• Red Flag #5: Damage can spin out of control. 
When your social media StorySelling™ inadvertently leads 
to disaster, as it did with McDonalds’ twitter campaign, shut 
it down as quickly as possible – and consider how to spin a 
negative into a positive. 

yes, it is possible to do just that – let’s take a look at yet 
another automaker to prove it.  Toyota found itself trapped 
in a negative narrative when a now-defunct blogging site, 
MommyNetworks.org, sent out emails claiming that, if any-
one spread positive news about Toyota, they could receive 
a $10 gift card from Amazon. Suddenly, social media sites 
were swarming with accusations that the car manufacturer 
was trying to buy good buzz. 

Toyota, however, was monitoring all Twitter conversations 
in which they were involved – and quickly saw what was 
developing. Within hours, they denied having any affilia-
tion with MommyNetworks.org – and their negative buzz 
quickly turned positive as their side of the story got out. 
They racked up a StorySelling™ win by reacting quickly 
and honestly. 

you can’t always prevent a negative social media experi-
ence – but you can control your reaction to it by staying 
professional and positive, and staying focused on the good 
things about your brand. Never get into the gutter and fight 
it out with an opponent – always try and stay above the fray.

yes, social media has its dangers – and those dangers might 
tempt you to opt out of StorySelling™ through social media. We 
think that’s a mistake – because there are far more advantages 
to using Facebook, Twitter, Google+, Pinterest and the like than 
not using them, especially since they have become a primary 
communication tool for people all around the world. Don’t be-
lieve us? Well, believe this – if the number of Facebook users 
formed a country, it would be the third biggest in the world.
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It can be hard to measure the actual benefits you derive from 
your social media activity – but we think Scott Monty, Ford’s so-
cial media mastermind who we referred to earlier in this chapter, 
has the right take on the situation. He says, “What’s the rOI of 
putting your pants on every day? It’s hard to measure, but there 
are negative consequences for not doing it.” 

Another way to look at it is through a famous quote from Woody 
Allen: “90% of life is showing up.” When you show up on social 
media, you have the best opportunity available today to directly 
connect your audience to your StorySelling™ narrative. 

After all, if Honda loves its customers back, shouldn’t you do 
the same with yours?





201201

ThE NExT ChAPTER OF yOUR STORySEllINg – SECURINg yOUR BRAND FOR ThE FUTURE  

CHAPTER 16

the next ChAPter of 
your storyselling™  

Securing your Brand for the Future  

The singer was washed up.

After twenty years of success, his career was in a giant down-
ward spiral. He no longer had a manager or a record deal; he also 
had difficulty getting any gigs outside of Las Vegas. His second 
marriage had just collapsed and, perhaps most ominously, he 
had an enormous drug problem. 

After a near-fatal cocaine overdose, he knew he had to make a 
change – fast.

He called his son, an aspiring musician himself, and told him 
that he needed a career makeover. It seemed like nobody wanted 
to listen to his kind of music anymore - and that what was left of 
his career was doomed to failure.

The son listened and thought about it. And he finally said to his 
dad, “Did people stop listening to Beethoven just because his 
music was old?”

The singer agreed with the point. And the son made plans to con-
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nect his father with a whole new generation of listeners.

Suddenly, he was booking his dad on college tours he never 
would have considered before. He got him appearances on the 
David Letterman show as well as The Simpsons. The singer also 
found himself in a fashion layout in SPIN magazine, as well as 
performing in L.A. with the red Hot Chili Peppers.

The plan began to work. The singer was able to make a new 
deal with his old record company. And the initial record he made 
under that deal was the very first totally digital album ever to be 
recorded. 

Suddenly, the old singer was in with the younger crowd, who re-
spected both his musical integrity and his willingness to reach out 
to them. A few years later, he not only had a music video on MTV 
(when MTV still showed music videos), but he also headlined his 
own award-winning MTV Unplugged episode with such unlikely 
guests as Elvis Costello. His sales skyrocketed with the new gen-
eration and his peers continued to recognize his new phase of ar-
tistic excellence by awarding him numerous Grammys, including 
the organization’s highest award, Album of the year. 

Tony Bennett, now 86 years old, is the oldest person to ever 
appear on the Billboard Top 100, thanks to his successful 2011 
release of Duets II. He is still in demand all over the world and 
he has no plans to retire. 

And he is still managed by his son Danny, who, in 2012, pro-
duced a branded film for Tony entitled The Zen of Bennett.

your storyselling™ doesn’t  
hAve to hAve An ending

remember when everyone carried a Blackberry? remember 
when Nokia was the leader in cell phones? Or when everyone 
signed on to the Internet through America Online (which was 
actually huge enough to briefly take over Time-Warner)?
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These giant brands, that seemed unstoppable at one time, are 
now on the ropes. 

Here’s the horrifying truth: Every brand, no matter how success-
ful in its time, has a built-in expiration date – unless they take the 
necessary action to keep their StorySelling™ narrative relevant 
and alive.

Danny Bennett took that action on behalf of his father; he took 
someone who was widely thought to be a dinosaur in modern 
music and made him matter again – and he did this through a 
three-pronged approach that paid huge dividends:

•  He continued Tony Bennett’s commitment to the kind of 
music and performance that brought him his initial fame 
and public good will.

•  He widened Bennett’s exposure to a whole new audience 
without watering down his music.

•  He positioned his father as a pioneer in the changing tech-
nology of the music business, so he would never be left 
behind again.

It was enough to cement Bennett’s place in show business for 
the rest of his life. Otherwise, he might have wound up forgotten 
and broke, like so many others of his generation. As of this writ-
ing, however, he is still releasing albums, doing concerts and 
making TV appearances.

The tragedy of a successful brand gone bad is that it’s hard 
enough to establish one in the first place - so why let all that hard 
work go to waste? It’s kind of like a mountain climber who’s 
made it through sheer force of will to the top of an incredible 
peak - only to fall to his death down the other side. 

But it doesn’t have to be that way. In this chapter, we’re go-
ing to discuss how you can keep your StorySelling™ alive – by 
protecting, nurturing and progressing your brand story so that it 
stays fresh and relevant for years to come.
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But first…how do you know if your Celebrity Brand is begin-
ning to lose traction – and might be headed downhill? 

when your storyselling™ stAlls

The first step to fixing a problem, as any self-help group will tell 
you, is to recognize that you have one: your Celebrity Brand is 
no different. Here are a few simple ways to detect if your brand’s 
StorySelling™ isn’t packing the same narrative punch it used to:

• your sales Are down
We would venture a guess and say this is probably THE most 
obvious sign of a StorySelling™ problem (unless there are 
other external forces at work driving down your revenues). 
If less people are buying what you’re selling, less people 
are receptive to your messaging. your brand story isn’t con-
necting like it should anymore – and you need to determine 
why that is.

• your Client list is shrinking or segmenting
Fox News often boasts about how it’s the number one cable 
news channel – but one big red alert they should be paying 
attention to is that, even though their audience is the larg-
est, it’s also the oldest, with a median viewer age of 65. 
That means that they, just like Tony Bennett did in 1979, 
might wake up one day to find that their audience is quickly 
vanishing.

Sometimes you can still be making the money you want and 
ignore the fact that you’re not getting enough new clients in 
through the door. you want to continue to serve whatever 
niche you’re succeeding with – but you also want to make sure 
you’re growing beyond that niche, not shrinking with it.

• you’ve forgotten your own success story
Success can sometimes disconnect you from your roots and 
cause you to dismiss or not recall why your clients were at-
tracted to you in the first place. The StorySelling™ narrative 
which first successfully broke out your brand should still be 
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in play – as Tony Bennett’s son was smart enough to realize. 
He simply changed Tony’s approach to the marketplace to 
build on his existing narrative, not rewrite it.

• you’re too Much About yourself
Success can also cause you to be too wrapped up in your-
self and ignore your potential customers’ needs. When that 
happens, your StorySelling™ can end up focusing too much 
on you and not enough on those who might buy from you. 
When Tony Bennett’s career was on the rocks, he wasn’t 
focused on how to change things up for a new generation, 
he most likely was wondering why his past success didn’t 
simply magically continue. It was up to Danny Bennett to 
really look for the first time at the potential untapped market 
for his dad’s music. 

• you’re too Comfortable
In many cases, all of the above signs of brand fatigue come 
from this last red alert: Because your brand is doing very 
well, you grow extremely comfortable and you take your 
eye off the ball. That’s when the strikes start flying past you. 

When you get locked into a certain way of running your 
business, as Tony Bennett did, with no attempt to change 
your StorySelling™ with the times or the marketplace, 
decay is inevitable. As we said earlier, every brand has a 
built-in expiration date – unless you do something about it.

So – what is that something that you should do? Don’t worry, as 
usual, we have some suggestions…

how do you keeP the MusiC PlAying? 

The above question comes from the title of one of the many 
standards that Tony Bennett is still singing as of this writing. In 
this section, we’re going to use a few other titles from Tony’s 
best-selling songs and albums to illustrate some proven ways 
you can ensure long-term brand success – and keep your Sto-
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rySelling™ humming even through changing times. We’ll also 
provide the questions you should ask yourself to stimulate a new 
perspective on your Celebrity Brand.

tony tiP #1:  
“it hAd to Be you”

There is a reason a brand becomes successful in the first place. 
And the worst thing you can do is pretend that reason never 
existed. 

Tony Bennett’s career slide actually began in the late sixties, as 
rock n’ roll began to totally dominate the charts and radio play. 
It was such a difficult climate that even Frank Sinatra ended up 
retiring for a couple of years. As for Tony, his record label was de-
manding he record the new Top 40 rock songs in an effort to make 
him appear “hip.” That resulted in a record album entitled Tony 
Sings the Great Hits of Today, featuring a groovy far-out illustra-
tion of Tony with swinging striped bell-bottoms and a floral ascot. 

As you might guess, it turned out nobody really wanted to hear 
Tony Bennett sing “Eleanor rigby” – or, for that matter, see him 
in those pants.

When we say, “It Had to Be you,” what we really mean is “It 
HAS to Be you.” If you try to change your brand story too much 
in an attempt to stay current, you’ll lose your old clients – and 
probably not pick up many new ones, as you’ll be regarded as an 
inauthentic pretender to those who weren’t already customers.

The biggest brands in the world have made the mistake of ignor-
ing what made them big in the first place. For those of you who 
don’t remember it, in 1985, Coca-Cola was in a panic. Pepsi was 
nipping at the soft drink giant’s heels and Coke thought it had 
to change – radically. So, in an effort to make Coke more like 
Pepsi, the company suddenly began selling “New Coke.” 

Expert marketers to this day cite the move as one of the worst 
marketing blunders ever made, because New Coke provoked a 
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huge consumer backlash. The original Coca Cola had been a 
mainstay of people’s lives - and they felt betrayed that a long-
time tradition had suddenly been snatched away from them. The 
haters became so vocal that Coke had to backtrack: They first 
began selling what they now called “Classic Coke” side-by-side 
with New Coke on supermarket shelves, until New Coke quietly 
went away for good.

Coke’s incredible StorySelling™ began with…well, Coke. And 
by abruptly changing their core product, they almost ended that 
story. Tony Bennett endured by remaining Tony Bennett, not try-
ing to be New Tony Bennett. The lesson? Be who you are – there 
are other things you can change (that we’re about to discuss).

Ask Yourself: What StorySelling™ elements do you absolutely 
need to keep in place? List them and make sure they remain a 
part of your brand – ALWAYS.

tony tiP #2:  
“stePPin’ out”

We’ve detailed how Tony’s son Danny went out and found a 
whole new audience for his father (while still maintaining his 
dad’s integrity). Any successful Celebrity Brand should always 
have this kind of mindset and look for ways of “Steppin’ Out” in 
order to expand their customer list beyond their current crowd 
(but, again, without diluting their core stories). 

For example, Proctor & Gamble’s perennial brand, Ivory Soap, 
was languishing a few years ago. It was known as being a pure, 
unscented soap in an age where specialty soaps and bath prod-
ucts were increasingly popular. 

The Great recession of 2008 inspired a new kind of thinking: 
the company’s research showed that families wanted to be more 
frugal – and didn’t want to buy a different kind of soap for every 
single family member. That was an opportunity for Ivory, since 
the soap was suitable for anyone – it was as plain a soap as any-
one sold, but with a more powerful brand that the rest. 
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Kevin Hochman, general manager of Ivory’s marketing team, 
explained to Forbes, “From our consumer research, people want 
to get back to things they know work, and a lot of people have 
memories of Ivory. We still sell millions of bars of Ivory in the 
U.S., but there are lots of people who had stopped using Ivory. 
But there are lots of latent memories in terms of what it means 
for them and their family. We talked to our retailers; certainly 
that led us to a reason to believe that if we launched [the adver-
tising] in a certain way we’d have success.”1

In that advertising, they tapped into Ivory’s basic StorySelling™ 
strength – while going after an entire new generation – and that 
included Facebook ads that successfully gave Ivory a facelift 
while keeping it “99 and 44/100% Pure” (as their old slogan 
used to state).

Ask Yourself: How can you tell your story to a whole new group 
of potential leads in a way that will appeal to them? What cur-
rent trends and economic situations might cause your core 
brand to be appreciated in a way it hadn’t been before? 

tony tiP #3:  
“duets”

In the 2000’s, Danny took the Tony Bennett brand to a new level 
of popularity with a series of “Duets” albums, that featured the 
veteran singer in harmony with such top contemporary perform-
ers as Lady GaGa, Mariah Carey and Carrie Underwood. Of 
course, this wasn’t an original idea (Sinatra had actually pio-
neered the formula with his last two best-selling albums, Duets 
and Duets II in the 1990’s), but it was a smart idea – as Bennett 
gained exposure to the younger fans of those top performers.

In branding circles, this is known as “Co-Branding” – a concept 
by which you combine your brand with another equally strong 
brand to gain entrée to each other’s customers.

1  Jennifer rooney, “In Ivory Brand refresh, A Lesson In Going Back To Basics,” Forbes, 
January 9, 2012
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Examples of this practice abound. For example, in the film Sky-
fall, James Bond drank Heineken beer instead of his traditional 
vodka martini - because the beer manufacturer thought it was 
worth paying the producers $45 million to brand their brew with 
Bond’s. On the retail front, you can find at your local supermar-
ket such co-branding products as Lay’s Potato Chips with KC 
Masterpiece barbeque sauce taste, Hershey candy in Breyer’s 
ice cream, and even a Kellogg’s Cinnabon breakfast cereal.

you can do your own co-branding duet either on an individual 
project or a joint venture – but be careful when you pick who 
your partner is going to be, to make sure it’s not a brand that’s 
going to conflict with your narrative. Many James Bond fans 
complained in advance about their superspy hero having a brew 
instead of a mixed drink, since it violated the Bond brand – but 
the film handled the product placement discretely, trumpeting 
the 007 connection in its commercials instead. 

Ask Yourself: What company or which other type of personal 
brand might provide a powerful co-branding boost? Who has 
the type of audience I want to reach – and haven’t been able up 
to now? Would they be a suitable fit for my brand story? 

tony tiP #4:  
“i wAnnA Be Around”

you want your Celebrity Brand to endure – but you’re aware 
that times change and your StorySelling™ needs to change 
along with it. you’re singing “I Wanna Be Around” – but you 
definitely don’t want to be around if it means becoming your 
version of Tony Bennett in bellbottoms. How do you stay con-
temporary without losing your identity?

The answer is actually pretty simple – you focus on updating the 
things that make sense and keep the rest intact. Call it “Conces-
sion without Compromise.”

For instance, L.L. Bean is a durable brand that has lasted over 
a century – and one of its signature products over the past 100 
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years is their popular “Bean Boot.” It still looks like the same 
boot as it was in 1912…and yet it’s not. James L. Witherell, who 
wrote the recent best-seller, L.L. Bean: The Man and His Com-
pany, explained to The New York Times just how the company 
kept things current without sacrificing their brand story: “About 
10 years ago, they completely redesigned, modernized and up-
dated the boot. The material is now better, it’s more comfortable, 
it lasts longer. But what was important to them was that it look 
exactly the same as it always has.”2 (Italics are ours.) 

In other words, L.L. Bean understood their customers wanted 
to feel as though the company’s products were the same – but, 
at the same time, also wanted them improved and up to current 
standards, as contradictory as that sounds. 

One more example of how you stay the same – without getting 
left behind. A frozen yogurt place named The Bigg Chill has 
been in operation in Westwood, Los Angeles (near the UCLA 
campus) for over twenty years – and, on most nights of the 
week, they still have a line of people waiting to be served that 
extends out the door. 

A few years ago, however, the rise of the new tart yogurt chain, 
Pinkberry, briefly took a bite out of their sales. The manage-
ment thought about changing their décor, which favored warm 
80’s-style colors, to the more pristine white interiors of the new 
fro-yo success stories – but finally realized they didn’t want to 
change their identity. Instead, they spent a few months creating 
a “Chill Berry” flavor, designed to compete directly with Pink-
berry, and promoted it. They kept their core story intact – and 
offered an extra competitive product that helped them survive 
the brief assault on their customer base.

remember – when Tony Bennett came back, he was the first 
performer to use the new digital recording technology. Just be-
cause you’re a brand with some history doesn’t mean you have 
to become history.

2  Nicole LaPorte, “A Brand Keeps Its Cool (and Endures),” The New York Times,  
September 3, 2011
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Ask Yourself: What aspects of your Celebrity Brand can you 
update without injuring your core story? What current tech-
nology or trend can you tap into in order to remain as competi-
tive as possible? 

tony tiP #5:  
“they CAn’t tAke thAt AwAy froM Me”

Finally, a great way to rekindle interest in your brand is to sim-
ply retell your main StorySelling™ narrative in a new and com-
pelling way. your point of difference from your competitors is 
something they can’t take away from you – so help your custom-
ers and clients rediscover what’s great about you.

Now, that may involve you rediscovering that greatness in your-
self. It may be a matter of you simply doing what you do best 
again – and re-engaging the marketplace with what made you 
memorable in the first place, as Tony Bennett did with his care-
fully-orchestrated career rebirth.

Here’s how one company tapped into its history (as well as 
the country’s) to make a significant impact: In 2012, Chrysler, 
emerging from its recession-era difficulties, bought time during 
the Super Bowl to run a commercial, narrated by the equally-
iconic Clint Eastwood, talking directly about America – and, by 
implication, Chrysler – returning to greatness. It was a dramatic 
two minute ad that stirred up some political controversy, but still 
did the job and got great reviews.

Whatever your core story is about, if it worked once, chances 
are it will work again. Did anyone ever expect Polaroid cameras 
to come back? The company bottomed out in bankruptcy court 
twice since the year 2000, as the age of digital pictures seemed 
to render its main selling point, photos that instantly develop by 
themselves, moot. 

Now, however, the brand is resurging, simply because the com-
pany has found ways to work with other businesses in order to 



212212

STORySEllINg

cash in on Polaroid nostalgia (which, ironically, seems to be 
most appealing to the millennial generation).

“What comes around, goes around” is an expression that can 
mean good things for any Celebrity Brand – because, even if 
your brand is facing difficulties, you probably still have the 
means at your disposal to make a profitable comeback. 

Ask Yourself: How does your StorySelling™ narrative connect 
to your potential customers of today? How can you reframe 
your story in a compelling way for a new generation – or a 
totally new market?

We sincerely hope this book has fully communicated how im-
portant the concept of StorySelling™ is to any brand, whether 
it be a Celebrity Brand or that of a company, product or service. 
When you put forward the right story, you engage the public on 
a level that your competition can’t match, you position yourself 
in an unforgettable way, and you create the foundation for ongo-
ing success. 

Have faith in your StorySelling™ – have faith in your narrative 
– and you’ll discover, as Tony Bennett did, that “The Best Is yet 
to Come.”
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