
If you have been engaged in the work of 
public relations, marketing or other 
“persuasive arts” in recent years, you 
undoubtedly have noticed a renewed 
interest in the strategic use of stories and 
narratives.   

This “Story Renaissance” has been fueled by the 
digital communications revolution and the 
propensity of storytellers to...well, tell stories. So 
there is a lot of useful information available on the 
subject.  Depending on your own personal interests 
and professional needs, you can find relevant 
content ranging from the highly theoretical to the 
“paint-by-numbers” tactical approaches.  Did we 
need another book on the subject? 
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With the publishing of Peter Guber’s “Tell To 
Win,” there is a potent new addition to the 
literature of storytelling and persuasion -- one that 
is touching a nerve in the marketplace. 

What makes this book special? After all , 
storytelling purists may sniff that  it lacks the 
rigorous analysis of Robert McKee, the hands-on 
storytelling wisdom of Annette Simmons and the 
design sensibilities that infuse Nancy Duarte's 
recent text -- to name just a few of the thought 
leaders in this space. Such criticisms might be 
deserved if Guber was seeking to compete in those 
arenas -- but he clearly is not. Instead, this author 
has produced an engaging and instructive book that 
will inspire meaningful improvement among 
leaders seeking to improve their skills in 
presentation and persuasive communication.  

His formula? A few theoretical “hooks,” a 
number of practical approaches that can be 
immediately implemented, and a storehouse 
of engaging anecdotes to illustrate the points 
and tie them all together.   

The Book That Can Sell Storytelling 
There is a lot to like about "Tell To Win." But there 
is one quality that really won me over: It is a “door-
opener” — a book eminently suitable to help your 
CEO or client get beyond the all-too-common 
prejudice that storytelling is a “lightweight” 
activity not suitable for “serious” business 
communications.  (I think you know what I'm 
talking about.) If you want to change that 
misperception, one of your most important tools 
will be a book. (Not just any book. It must be 
"accessible," engaging and practical -- from an 
author whose success gives him "street cred”.) 



"Tell To Win" is the text for that task.  Slip it into 
the briefcase of someone who needs help reaching 
the next level of communications success, and then 
wait for your "beneficiary" to approach you about 
about putting its lessons to work. 

Does storytelling really have a place in the business 
world? “Businesspeople are human beings who 
grew up listening to stories, just like everybody 
else," Guber writes. "So in any business…if you fail 
to transport your listener emotionally, you will lose 
your audience.  Lose your audience, and your 
(message strategy) can’t possibly deliver your 
intended call to action.”  To be sure, most 
successful leaders already understand this on an 
intellectual level. But time-and-time-again, their 
communication fails to achieve the all-important 
emotional resonance.  Why is this mission-critical 
capability so elusive? 

The Story Behind The Story 
Before writing this book, Peter Guber knew a thing 
or two about stories; that was part of his problem. 
Over four decades, Guber had been actively 
engaged both in evaluating story ideas and in 
crafting persuasive narratives to sell ideas to 
others. He had been a top executive at Columbia 
Pictures, Sony Pictures and elsewhere in the 
entertainment and sports industries. He also was 
(and remains) a long-time lecturer at UCLA’s 
School of Theater, Film and Television. Not 
surprisingly, Guber’s positions exposed him to a 
h o s t o f p e o p l e a c c o m p l i s h e d i n t h e 
communications arts -- and each of them had 
interesting stories. In short, this guy was no 
johnny-come-lately to the world of stories. 



Guber was well aware, then, that great stories had 
the power to move people. In his personal efforts to 
become an effective communicator, however, the 
author came face-to-face with a hard truth. It was 
one thing to understand the importance of an 
effective narrative. It was something else entirely to 
consistently craft and deliver persuasive story 
presentations when he needed them most. After 
failing in numerous attempts at high-stakes 
persuasion, Guber set out to find the "master keys" 
to the doors of persuasion.  His quest — which 
ultimately engaged him with neuroscientists, 
anthropologists, performers, world leaders and pre-
literate tribal cultures — provides the “emotional 
transportation” for “Tell To Win.” 

This “story behind the story” (often referred to as 
the “backstory”) plays an essential role in the 
success of "Tell To Win." Guber's approach 
engages us because his backstory touches our own. 
After all, who hasn't put in the hard work to 
improve his/her speaking skills -- only to find that 
"something" wasn't working in that important 
presentation? The author's stories pull us along -- 
imparting a useful framework here, a practical tip 
there, and inspiring us to keep at the work.   

Guber's willingness to share anecdotes of his 
communications shortcomings also reminds us that 
each high-stakes speaking encounter remains "a 
step into the mystery" -- even when we think we 
have this game figured out. Still, "Tell To Win" 
provides ample reassurance that there are reliable 
practices and principles that can (if we let them) 
guide our communications forward -- even as they 
have for the many generations of storytellers who 
came before.  



Looking For An Effective Story? Make 
Sure It Has A Purpose 
Purposeful stories are like the Trojan Horse, Guber 
says, in that they are “delivery vehicles” in 
disguise. “They cleverly contain information, 
ideas, emotional prompts, and value propositions 
that the teller wants to sneak inside the listener’s 
heart and mind.  Thanks to their magical 
construction and appeal, stories emotionally 
transport the audience so they don’t even realize 
they’re receiving a hidden message. They only 
know after the story is told that they’ve heard and 
felt the teller’s call to action.”  

“ W h i l e v i r t u a l l y e v e r y f o r m o f h u m a n 
communicat ion can contain stories, most 
conversations and speeches are not, in and of 
themselves, stor ies . What’s the essentia l 
difference?  Non-stories may provide information, 
but stories have a unique power to move people’s 
hearts, minds, feet, and wallets in the story teller’s 
intended direction.” 

Guber’s basic structure for building a story is 
classical stuff. No surprises here:  “Listeners are 
rarely hooked if they don’t sense some compelling 
challenge in the beginning.  They won’t stay 
engaged if they’re not excited by the struggle of the 
middle.  And they won’t remember or act on the 
story unless they feel galvanized by its final 
resolution. 

First…get your listeners’ attention with an 
unexpected challenge or question. 



Next…give your listeners an emotional experience 
by narrating the struggle to overcome that 
challenge or to find the answer for the opening 
question. 

Finally…galvanize your listeners’ response with an 
eye-opening resolution that calls them into action.” 

So the three-part structure (Challenge, 
Struggle, Resolution) gives stories their shape.  
This structure is necessary, but not sufficient, in 
p r o v i d i n g t h e p o w e r f u l “ e m o t i o n a l 
transportation” needed to carry it forward.   

Infusing A Story With Emotional 
Energy 
“Businesspeople are human beings who grew up 
listening to stories, just like everybody else.  So in 
any business…if you fail to transport your listener 
emotionally, you will lose your audience.  Lose 
your audience, and your Trojan Horse can’t 
possibly deliver your intended call to action,” 
Guber writes. How, then, to infuse a story 
structure with the indispensable emotional energy 
and momentum? That requires four essential 
elements:  

1. Heroes That Are Sympathetic And 
Recognizable Characters 
Perhaps you’re thinking that your organization is 
too “pedestrian” a place for real heroes.  But if 
you’re willing to look beyond the stereotypical 
heroes that arise from wars and disasters, you’ll 
find that acts of heroism are close at hand.  
“Compelling heroes and purposeful stories lurk in 
every corner of our lives, ready for the telling.”  



What’s essential is the storyteller’s skill in 
presenting an authentic character who can elicit 
empathy that is strong enough to keep an audience 
engaged — right up to the story’s conclusion.  

2. Drama - To Get Your Story Moving 
D r a m a t i c s t o r i e s t r i g g e r b i o l o g i c a l a n d 
psychological effects that sharpen our senses and 
prompt what has been called “whole body 
attention.”  Guber writes “You have to have the 
tension between expectation and uncertainty…The 
more you wonder what will happen next, the more 
you pay attention.  And the more attention you pay, 
the more you hear, notice, and retain.” 

“Tell To Win” also draws on the neuroscience of 
story. UCLA neuroscientist Dan Siegel explains 
that emotions don’t arise spontaneously in people; 
they have to be aroused.  That’s where the magic of 
leadership can occur — if the speaker has the 
requisite self-awareness and confidence to talk 
openly about mistakes.  As Guber writes: 

“Tales of perfection fail dramatically 
because they never ring true. When a 
leader uses authentic drama to reveal 
the hidden truth about a problem his 
business is facing , he guides the 
audience to feel as if they’re uncovering 
the truth themselves.  Compelling 
drama convinces listeners that the 
teller has heart.”  



3. A Transformative, Emotional 
Moment Of Shared Understanding 
This, Guber says, is that magical moment when the 
powerful idea that motivated a business is 
emotionally experienced by the audience hearing a 
well-told story.  It is this shared understanding — 
the “Ah-Ha!” moment — that allows cooperation 
and collaboration to take on a life of their own.  
Until this “I get it!” spark has been struck, the 
story simply cannot catch fire in the minds of an 
audience. 

4. The “Me-To-We” Factor 
This last element is about empathy — that 
essential crossing of the chasm between intellectual 
understanding and personal resonance.  “If your 
audience can’t identify with your problem, they 
likely will not care to hear the resolution of your 
story,” Guber writes.  “On the other hand, once 
they feel the experience of your story as their own, 
their attention becomes automatic.” 

Storytelling And Technology 
Guber rightly observes that oral stories are 
uniquely capable of delivering an emotional 
experience that calls people to action. Why? “…
Because people actually want to be moved when 
listening to a story.”  And it goes without saying 
that this emotional engagement is most powerful in 
live presentations and face-to-face interactions. 
“The evolutionary process is a lot slower than 
technology, so if human beings are wired this way, then 
to be effective you have to narrate the facts and figures! 
Especially in business, you’ve got to provide an 
emotionally propelled vehicle to communicate data to 
people.”  



Guber readi ly acknowledges the inherent 
limitations of storytelling technologies — each of 
which, he says, is a pale substitute for face-to-face 
connection. “Micro-expressions…the pauses, eye 
contact, body language, and gestures we make 
while in the room… invariably lose some or all of 
their impact when told from a distance using 
current media.”  

Despite these technological limitations, however, 
we work with the tools available to us — tools that 
are so very much more capable with the blossoming 
of digital media technologies.   

As Bran Ferren, storytelling guru formerly of 
Disney and now at Applied Minds, put it: “…the 
Internet represents the greatest story telling 
technology since the development of language.  It 
will be far more important than reading and writing 
as a purposeful tool.  Everything that is enabled by 
story telling will be enabled by the Internet.” 

This blurring of Real World and Virtual World 
presences is where Guber brings “Telling To Win” 
to a close.   Given the insightful and wide-ranging 
book he’s produced, the “short shrift” he gives to 
social media is no small disappointment. Although 
his storytelling theories and prescriptions are 
widely instructive for crafting effective narratives 
in any medium, that’s hardly the same thing as a 
dedicated discussion on storytelling in the social 
media space. Fortunately, that conversation is alive 
and well among digital storytellers throughout the 
world. Whatever communications technologies 
emerge from the new web, Guber expresses 
confidence in the enduring value of classic 
storytelling: “If history is a trustworthy guide, 
state-of-the-art technology won’t ever replace 
state-of-the-heart technology.”  
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