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Set free your core narrative:
the brand as storyteller
The story is the most powerful tool we have for engaging audiences with advertising
- and good stories always contain conflict, writes Richard Cordiner, Leo Burnett

I 'VE GOT A CONFESSION to make: I
recently spent an entire weekend
watching HBO's The Wire, getting

through 17 episodes in just two days.
Other than sloping off to McDonald's
occasionally for a refuel, I did nothing but
watch television.

I realise I'm a bit off-trend here. The
final episode of The Wire aired some time
ago, and all the really cool people who got
how great this show was while it was still
on air are probably already on to the Next
Big Thing I haven't even heard of yet.

Meanwhile, I've been playing catch-up,
spending a good proportion of the past
two months of my life lost in the tragic
bleakness of Baltimore's drugs war.

During this time, I've come to know
flawed cops, corrupt politicians, drug
dealers and struggling addicts better than
I know some of the people I work with
every day. I've seen life slip through the
cracks of urban decay. I've come to under-
stand in intimate, painful detail that the
American Dream is broken, and the reas-
ons why. And now that it's all over, all I
can think about is going back there. I miss
Baltimore, real bad.

Welcome to the story business
Whether it's in the form of music, books,
movies, news, religion, gossip or advertis-
ing, stories dominate the world we live in.
We invest huge amounts of time, money
and emotional energy satisfying an
almost primal hunger to go through the
ritual of story - although we rarely think
about it consciously, and understand this
hunger even less.

The web has enabled new methods of
sharing stories with each other, but the
fundamental drivers underlying new
technologies remain the same as they
were when we told stories around camp-
fires, thousands of years ago.

One need only look to how the reces-
sion has been portrayed in the media to
understand how powerful storytelling is.
Rather than dealing with the messy reali-
ty of what really happened, we were fed
an easily digestible narrative - an epic
tragedy driven by greed and corruption,
with the bankers cast as the bad guys and
the rest of us as their hapless victims. It's

the economic equivalent of Titanic, with
share prices sinking faster than Leonardo
Di Caprio into the murky waters. It's an
easier sell. In the words of playwright Jean
Anouilh: "Fiction gives life its form."

Yet, despite our insatiable appetite for
story and its proven effectiveness as the
most powerful vehicle we have for com-
municating ideas, the art of storytelling
remains largely absent from the world of
marketing - an industry that is supposed
to be in the ideas business. If storytelling
is mentioned, it's normally in a throw-
away manner - a bullet on a PowerPoint
slide here, a clever analogy there. It's con-
fused with advertising, which is merely
one method for a brand to tell its story.
Maybe storytelling is just too vague and
ethereal for the hard-nosed business of
building brands. How can we have made
such a fundamental mistake?

World goin' one way...
One of my favourite scenes in The Wire is
in season four. Two young drug dealers,
Poot and Bodie, are discussing the recent
murder of one of their friends, killed be-
cause he was suspected of being a snitch.

"It's a cold world, man," Poot says, shak-
ing his head. "Thought you said it was get-
tiri wanner?" Bodie retorts, a reference to
an earlier conversation about global
warming. Poot gives him a look. "World
goin' one way," he says, voice heavy with
resignation, "people another."

In many respects, the same could be
said of marketing. Simon Hammond, Aus-
tralia's foremost brand expert, believes
brands are in danger of thinking their way

out of feeling (I). There is simply too
much information in the world today, and
knowing the consequences of every
action has led to paralysis by analysis. We
have become slaves to the very things that
were supposed to set us free. Risk aversion
is being carried into the boardroom, often
with damaging consequences - we're
left with brands that make sense, but
fail to connect. They are rational, but dull
as ditchwater.

People, on the other hand, show no
signs of rationalising. We are not rational
creatures. We like to think we are - it's
comforting to pretend we assess situa-
tions based on their individual merit,
weigh up the pros and cons and make log-
ical choices. But the truth is that the so-
called 'struggle' between reason and emo-
tion is more like a vicious beat-down in a
Baltimore project. Emotion goes through
reason like Mike Tyson through Frank
Bruno. It's the psychological equivalent of
a freight train meeting a tricycle in the
middle of the night. It's not even a contest.

American psychologist Jonathan Haidt
likens the struggle between reason and
emotion to a rider on an elephant (2). The
rider is our rational, conscious mind - the
bit we'd like to think makes all the decis-
ions - and the elephant is our emotion,
our older, reptilian brain, that actually
makes all the decisions. The rider can
whisper in the elephant's ear, try to
smooth-talk him into going in one direc-
tion rather than another, but the ele-
phant's the boss, and he goes wherever he
chooses. Our rational mind is just a PR
machine, spinning the decisions the ele-
phant makes into more palatable truths.
But that elephant loves a good story.

Our need for stories
A few years ago, I went on a screenwriting
course conducted by a guy called Robert
McKee. McKee's a man on a mission. He
thinks we're forgetting how to tell good
stories - something he attributes to a
range of issues, both sociological and com-
mercial. McKee talks about the art of
storytelling in all its forms, regardless of
the medium. But as I sat there, listening to
this grizzled old Hollywood veteran ex-
pound the principles of storytelling in a
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throaty growl, I realised he wasn't really
teaching us about stories at all; he was
teaching us about people. The reason
is simple: stories are the vehicle through
which we explore what it means to
be human (3).

Stories are equipment for living. A
good story serves as a metaphor, explain-
ing how and why life changes, from one
condition to another. Stories are the nar-
ratives through which we make sense of
ourselves and the world around us. They
are rhetoric, the acting out of an idea
versus a counter-idea. For thousands
of years, stories have played a critical role
in teaching us how we should live our
lives - through religion, fairytales, novels,
Hollywood blockbusters and even brands
created by corporations.

Many believe storytelling is at work
at the most fundamental level of the
personality. American psychologist Dan
McAdams proposes that the deepest level
of our personalities is the 'life story' we're
writing, an evolving narrative that integ-
rates a reconstructed past, a perceived
present and an anticipated future into a
coherent and vitalising tale (4). We create
this story in our conscious mind as a way
of interpreting our behaviour, which is
driven primarily by our subconscious. It's
that chattering monkey in our minds, the
voice that never shuts off. Even when
we're asleep, it carries on.

Whether or not this is true, there is no

doubting the power of storytelling in our
lives - and its importance has been sorely
underestimated in the world of brands.
A brand is nothing more than a story
wrapped around a product or service.
Nike's story is about the will to win.
Honda's is about the power of dreams.
Starbucks is about having somewhere
between work and home just for you - a
'third space'. The power of a simple, easily
recognisable narrative turns brands into
something we want to be part of, and the
reason we consistently refer to a small
handful of brands is because they're the
ones that have got their stories straight

Find your brand's moral premise
Most stories, no matter how seemingly
complex, can be broken down to a single
sentence - an overarching idea, a moral
premise, a controlling thought that gives
the story its meaning. The Wire's moral
premise is that America is broken, and

this is illustrated through the show's five
seasons by taking the audience on a jour-
ney through Baltimore's projects, schools,
dockyards, police departments and news-
rooms. The show's many characters and
storylines all revolve around this simple,
powerful thought.

Great brands, too, are based on a moral
premise. This is the core story they're tel-
ling, and in many ways it represents the
meaning of the company. It's a reason to
exist, rather than just a reason to sell - and
it's normally based on a cause, belief, or
driving passion with its own inherent
energy. It is your rallying cry. The moral
premise behind Harley Davidson is to free
us from the prison of suburban life.
Apple's moral premise is the creative soul
fighting conformity, a sentiment captured
beautifully in the brand's epic 1984 Super
Bowl ad. Virgin's moral premise is to take
on the establishment. Google's moral
premise is to set information free.

A brand's moral premise is its core
story. It is the narrative spine from which
all other storytelling should stem, wheth-
er it's internal stories in the form of anec
dotes about the chief executive or exter-
nal stories in the form of products and
advertising. The moral premise is what
gives your brand story meaning. Ever hear
about the track and field coach frustrated
that there were no good running shoes?
He sat down for breakfast one day, looked
at his waffles, and inspiration struck. A
few months of tinkering around in the
basement with the waffle iron and some
rubber, and Nike was born.

Stories simplify the complex
Great stories simplify and energise. They
take seemingly complex material and boil
it down to an easily digestible narrative.
When it's done well, you don't even have
to think about it. The power of a beautiful-
ly told story is its ability to convey deep
meaning almost effortlessly, leaving us
changed in some important way at the
end. Think of the way Churchill's "We
will fight them on the beaches" speech
simplified and galvanised not only an en-
tire nation, but the free world. Or how
JFK's announcement that the US would
be the first nation to put a man on the
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moon inspired a generation, giving NASA
an incredible brand purpose. Both of these
examples formed simple narratives in
complex situations; both inspired and
energised in a manner no rational presen-
tation of facts could ever accomplish (5).

Placing storytelling at the heart of
branding can trigger a natural evolution
in brand thinking. Too often shackled in
onions, pyramids, keys and ladders,
brands have become static - a collection
of arbitrary values that speak to the mind,
not the heart. But when these values are
assimilated into a story and acted out, the
brand comes alive. Stories give values
dynamic context.

Embrace conflict
Conflict is the oxygen of story. Without
conflict, there is no story. Imagine if Chief
Brody had decided not to hunt the
shark in Jaws. Brody could have easily
reached this conclusion; the shark has
evolved into nature's deadliest predator
over millions of years, and if the residents
of Amity insisted on going swimming in
the ocean - the shark's territory, by
the way - it was their own stupid fault.
But although this argument would have
made sense, it wouldn't have made for
much of a movie.

Every story is fundamentally about
a character, or characters, going up
against conflict of some kind. Most sto-
ries are set in motion by an incident that
throws the protagonist's life out of bal-
ance in some way, and the rest of the story
is spent trying to restore that balance - to
get the girl, land that big promotion, kill
the shark. A story is just a sequence of
carefully arranged events, where gaps
between expectation and reality open up
in a progressive and escalating manner,
causing conflict and raising the stakes in
some important way until a big climax

and resolution. This is what the audience
demands for going through the ritual.

And herein lies an interesting paradox:
Conflict is essential to a good story, yet
most marketers go to extraordinary
lengths to avoid conflict of any kind. We
conduct round after round of expensive
research to actively identify and remove
conflict, ensuring there's no tension -
nothing left that polarises or alienates. We
ask permission, seek approval, check
before we act. We sanitise brands until
they become banal, sandpapering all the
interesting bits down to a smooth finish
for fear of upsetting anyone. We paint our
brand walls magnolia in an attempt to
appeal to everyone - and in the process we
usually end up appealing to no-one very
much. We don't offend, but we don't
inspire, either.

Great brands intrinsically understand
how essential conflict is to their story. It is
where their energy and power comes
from - the fire in the belly that keeps
them going and draws people to them.

Starbucks was built on a basic, univers-
al conflict we all face: home is often as
stressful as work, and we need a refuge
from these two worlds - a third space.

Dove's Campaign for Real Beauty is a
catalyst for societal change - a blow
struck against the conformist notions of
beauty bombarding us from every bill-
board. Diesel is nothing but conflict - all
butt-cracks and filth - a renegade in a cyn-
ical world. If your brand story has no con-
flict, you haven't found your story yet.

Conclusion
The importance of telling stories that
inspire and move us is critical, now more
than ever. We live in a time of spiritual
and economic uncertainty. The tradition-
al anchor points of our identity - church,
government, community - are losing rel-

Like the Spielberg blockbuster Jaws

(above), fashion brand Diesel's ads (left)

are based on conflict

evance in a world characterised by tran-
sience and individuality.

The seemingly unstoppable engine of
economic growth has faltered, heighten-
ing the fear and uncertainty out there. The
natural response is to batten down the
hatches and weather the storm - and yet
brands with powerful stories beating at
their core often find their moral premise
sharpened by the additional conflict a
recession brings into our lives, making
them more relevant than ever.

In a world that seems to be losing mean-
ing, our need for stories only grows. As the
international signifiers of a new global cul-
ture, brands are perhaps better placed than
anything else to step into this void. All
marketers need to do is to abandon the
rules we have created for ourselves - to
embrace the same principles storytellers
have been using for millennia, to connect
with, and move, their audiences.

As Robert McKee said: "As our faith in
traditional ideologies diminishes, we turn
to the only source we still believe in: The
art of story." (3)
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