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The elephant
In the report

If I had a nickel for every time someone said 
they hate writing or don’t feel like they are any 
good at it….
Writing is a pain point and can feel overwhelming. 
None of us are immune – we’ve all had our moments 
of thinking our writing is not good enough. It is the 
elephant in the report. 

So how can you learn to write well and with 
confidence? How can you turn a report into a story? 

We recommend the Mary Poppins approach – with 
every job that must be done there is an element of fun. 
What comes next are the how-to’s of writing, story-
crafting, and fun-having. 
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HOW to
start with the basics

Whether you’re telling, writing, or visualizing a story, you need to start by doing 3 things: 
sort out what is and isn’t story-relevant, put things in order, and find your Big Idea. 

ONE: SORT & GROUP YOUR DATA
Sift through and sort your data. You can use 
excel or post-its to document your key data 
points, insights, and take-aways. Lay them all 
out in front of you. 

Now, start to create groups. Group by common 
attitudes, consumer behaviors, process steps, 
consumer Jobs to Be Done, etc.  There are so 
many ways to group data. Try several. Follow 
your curiosity. With each group you create, 
take a step back. What do you see?  Do you 
start to see patterns?  Reorder them and look 
again.  What emerges? Your story is in 
there somewhere.

TWO: ORDER YOUR OUTLINE
Figure out the best sequence to share your 
information. What order generally makes 
sense? What’s logical? 

Think of it like an advanced version of those 
preschool story sequencing games. You get 6 
comic strip panels with no words, just 
pictures. The objective is to figure out what 
the story sequence should be based on the 
pictures. Perhaps your story follows a linear 
path (point A to B and then to point C). 

A flow that often works well starts with the 
situation today, problem to be solved or 
opportunity to be captured, the challenges 
standing in the way and then ways to 
overcome challenges to get to a successful 
end. As a rule, convey one idea per paragraph 
(if you are working in PowerPoint, it is one 
idea per slide).

THREE: FIND YOUR BIG IDEA
If there is only one thing you come away 
knowing about storytelling, it’s this – you 
must be able to state your Big Idea. 

The Big Idea is your unique point of view 
combined with what’s at stake for those who 
do or don’t adapt your point of view.* 
Source: Duarte.com 

Think of the Big Idea like your GPS. Plug 
that destination in and it will help guide you. 
Don’t plug it in and risk getting yourself and 
your audience seriously lost. 

* Note: If you aren’t sure about who your 
audience is or want more information on how to 
categorize them, check out  our Storymasters 
webinar starting at minute 7.

http://flauders.info/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/kindergarten-story-sequencing-pictures-middle-and-end-of-stories-free-worksheets-for.jpg
https://www.duarte.com/presentation-ideas/
https://youtu.be/wSptaGou9v4
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How to use Story Frames
+ transformation
+ hero’s journey
+ linear path
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Think of the story frame as the shape of the story – the ups and downs and 
ups again. It’s where all your hard work with the data sorting and grouping, 
outline creating, and Big Idea finding can begin to fit into a larger and 
familiar narrative structure.

There are a ton of business story frame examples online. However, like 
Hollywood, we tend to use the same story frames over and over again 
because they work really well. What changes are the consumers, the 
products or services, the behaviors, the motivations, the resolutions, etc. 

Once you’ve selected a basic frame, you can start to think about some 
storytelling tools to apply. 

HOW to
frame the story

Frame fun
If you need more clarification 
about story frames and how 
they work, watch this 4-minute 
video of author Kurt Vonnegut 
explaining the shape of stories. 
If anything, it will make you 
laugh which is an important 
fun-having process step 
for storytelling. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oP3c1h8v2ZQ
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3 highly successful
story frames

A transformation
With a transformation story, the 
character begins as one sort of 
person and gradually transforms 
into a different sort of person in 
response to changing developments 
in the story. 

Use this frame on brand, product, 
or category redesign or 
reinvention projects. 

A hero’s journey
The hero’s journey is a tale that 
involves a hero who goes on an 
adventure, encounters several 
obstacles and in a decisive crisis 
wins a victory, and then comes 
home changed. 

Use this frame when you need a 
deeper and richer understanding of 
a consumer’s or brand’s journey 
where obstacles are articulated and 
yet the hero perseveres. 

A linear path
The linear journey follows a 
familiar and straightforward path 
without a whole lot of ups and 
downs. It is fairly logical with 
limited twists and turns. 

Use this frame when illuminating a 
consumers’ path-to-purchase in a 
category or when reporting on UX 
findings and recommendations.
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How to use Story Tools
+ Call and response
+ Repetition
+ Metaphor
+ Sticky headlines
+ Brief executive summaries 
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Storytelling tools come in all shapes and sizes. The key is to choose the tool that is right for the job. 
You can use traditional story tools like power of 3 or metaphor, but also business-specific story tools like 
sticky headlines or consumer quotes. Here are three traditional storytelling tools we’ve used many times 
and can be applied across all story formats:

HOW to 
use storytelling t00ls

Call and Response 
It’s human nature - when we see a 
question, our minds will engage and try 
to find an answer. Questions help bring 
your audience with you.

HOW YOU CAN USE IT: By sprinkling 
questions in your headlines or section 
breaks in a PPT, the audience engages 
with the presentation. For example, rather 
than spoon feeding key information with 
a sentence like, “Consumers choose 
grape soda over orange soda,” make your 
audience work for it sometimes. Phrase 
the sentence as a question: “Will 
consumers choose grape or orange soda?”

Repetition
Repeating an idea helps it stick. It’s 
a hallmark of oral storytelling traditions.

HOW YOU CAN USE IT: Repetition is a 
great tool for large PPT decks. There is so 
much information that the Big Idea can 
tend to get lost in the shuffle. State your 
Big Idea at the outset and then drive it 
home using similar language in the 
headlines, the recommendations, etc. 

Metaphor and Simile
Using metaphor and simile are 
great ways to paint a picture with 
words. They also pair well with 
visuals to reinforce the message. 
(Download your Storymasters Guide for 
definitions and examples) 

HOW YOU CAN USE IT: To test if 
metaphor might work, see if the Big Idea 
reminds you of something – a scene from 
a movie, an experience, an object? We 
once compared a sparkly tea beverage to 
a harajuka girl. The more outlandish, the 
more memorable. 

https://www.ignite-360.com/storymasters
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A headline should be:

Compact 

Get rid of words that aren’t working hard enough. Under 10 words is a 
good benchmark.

Clear 

Don’t get too fancy or overly academic.

Compelling 

Like a newspaper or magazine article, a headline summarizes the main point of the 
slide, but should also tempt you to want to read the whole slide.

It should not be a restatement of fact or a data point – let your supporting paragraphs 
be the facts on the page. Avoid using your headline as wayfinding (e.g. ‘Purchase 
Intent’ tells your audience the focus of the slide but does not tell them what 
was learned).

If you need to, come back to it.  Write a functional headline as a placeholder and then 
walk away from it.  Come back a few hours or a day later and ask yourself: How can I 
tighten this up? 

How to 
WritE sticky headlines

STICKY TIPS
Literary techniques or wordplay 
make it memorable. For example: 
puns, alliteration, strong metaphors, 
cultural reference to a book, film, 
TV show are all novel ways to 
catch reader’s attention.
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EXAMples of
sticky headlines

Functional sticky Why does it Work? 

“Charlie” Consumer Profile:
Charlie is an abstract thinker and 
there are no rules or limits to 
Charlie’s imagination.

Charlie Is Not Stuck in 
the Concrete

Pithy (under 10 words) and tempts 
you to read more.

Young adults and teens are 
consuming media through apps –
not TV – yet they don’t see ads for 
cereal brands in the digital space. 

#fail cereal ads are missing from 
SM #opportunity

The content was about tech usage 
in teens and young adults so using 
hashtags was a good fit.

Physical changes to product creates 
taste interest for kids.

Kids Eat with Their Eyes The headlines reads like a 
newspaper article, and makes you 
want to read more. 
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As the name implies, the Executive Summary is meant for the busy 
executive who might only have two minutes to get up-to-speed on 
the key insights and next steps for a given project. You typically 
have one page to transmit only the most relevant information.  This 
is not the time to be verbose or long-winded. Here are some tips for 
an effective Executive Summary:

Write it last.  Look through your report and compile the top insights 
to form the basis of your executive summary. Remember your 
Big Idea.

Follow the construct of ‘Problem, Insight, Solution.’  Restate the 
business and/or learning objective, follow with key learnings, and 
close with a powerful statement revealing an aspect of the 
way forward.  

Break up the words.  Use a graphic, short sentences, or short 
paragraphs to make the report easier to skim.  

Consider a quote.  If you have a consumer quote that helps crystalize 
the main thrust of the report, don’t be afraid to use it.

How to Write the
executive summary

AN EXAMPLE
Sometimes you can’t fit everything on one 
slide. In this example, it was helpful to 
first introduce the Big Idea and visually 
show how the key insights supported it. 
Subsequent slides drilled down further on 
each insight.

STORYMASTERS | 11
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How to write an ending
+ end your story
+ executive summary: How to remember all this!
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While it can be tempting to keep the report-party going by continually 
adding more and more, it needs to end. So how do you write an ending? 
Here’s how:

First, Reinforce the story
This is the ‘last call’ moment. It’s your chance to repeat the Big Idea and key insights, 
to reinforce the purpose of why you’ve asked your audience to read your story. In other 
words, you are at the “tell them what you told them” stage of ‘tell them what you’re 
going to tell them, tell them, then tell them what you told them.”

Next, Take care of housekeeping
If there are thank yous or logistics that need to be discussed, do it at this time.

Finally, pass the torch
Not to get too meta here, but the end of your writing journey is the beginning for your 
audience. You’ve made your recommendations, advised on next steps, and now it’s time 
to pass the torch. This is where a good storytelling tool can be really handy to make the 
final moment authentic so that your audience can internalize the Big Idea and make it 
their own. Maybe you end with a consumer quote to encourage empathy or maybe you 
share an entirely new story that functions as a cautionary tale. Play around with your 
story tools to see what would have the most impact. As writing expert, William Zinnser
says “A perfect ending is when the message of your piece stays with your readers even 
after they have stopped reading.”

HOW to
End your story

answer THESE QUESTIONS
Whether implicitly or explicitly, you 
should help your audience answer 
these questions at the end: 
• We’ve collectively learned 

something here together, so how 
do we want to behave going 
forward? 

• If we reconvene, what are our 
agreements  about what and how 
we’ll talk about the subject matter 
discussed? 

• What of this story do I want to 
bring with me? 

– Paraphrased from Priya Parker’s 
The Art of  Gathering

STORYMASTERS | 13
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“On October 30, 1935, a Boeing plane known as the ‘flying fortress’ 
crashed during a military demonstration in Ohio — shocking the aviation 
industry and prompting questions about the future of flight.” The seasoned 
pilots had spent countless hours practicing and rehearsing the flight. So 
what happened? The pilots had not used a checklist.*

Checklists are useful for routine tasks when pressure is high. 

Obviously, lives aren’t at stake with writing, but good business stories can 
be stressful to write. It’s tempting to wing it, but there’s no need! Now you 
have a checklist to take the pressure off your brain, leaving room for 
creative thinking and fun. 

Ultimately, written stories require that you get comfortable with a paradox 
– stay curious and playful, but use a checklist to routinize the process. 
When you master the paradox, your written stories achieve lift! 

*Checklists were not common practice at the time. This story is excerpted from NPR’s Radiolab, “The 
Trick To Surviving A High-Stakes, High-Pressure Job? Try A Checklist” 

how to 
remember all this! STORY CHECKLIST

o Sort and group your data. 
See where your curiosity 
takes you.

o Order your outline. 
Use one idea per slide.

o Find your Big Idea. 
Follow Duarte’s method.

o Apply one of the 
3 story frames. 

o Employ a storytelling tool(s). 

o Tighten your executive 
summary. 

o Be concise. Focus on the 
story line and put things in 
the appendix if need be.

o Have fun.

STORYMASTERS | 14

https://www.npr.org/2017/10/30/559996276/the-trick-to-surviving-a-high-stakes-high-pressure-job-try-a-checklist
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Additional Resources
+ Level up your story game
+ find your Big Idea
+ on writing well
+ How not to bore your audience
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How to 
level up your story game

Become a written Storymaster with small milestones.  To level up, use these ideas or create your own!

LEVEL 1 
Write out your Big Idea. Don’t just mull it over, 
write it down. Put pen to paper.

LEVEL 2 
Apply one of the 3 story frames on your 
next project. 

LEVEL 3 
Identify one storytelling tool that could work for 
your project.  

LEVEL 4  
Teach a colleague how to find the Big Idea.

LEVEL 5  
Use the Big Idea, a story frame, and a story tool in a 
deliverable. Achieve written story mastery!
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Having trouble finding your Big Idea? Here are some ways locate it:

1. What struck you as most interesting or surprising with your insights? 
Where was the energy in your learnings? 

2. What is the ONE thing and only ONE thing that your reader must 
absolutely remember about your story? This might be the start of 
your Big Idea.

3. Famous scriptwriter Syd Fields said that every movie script can be 
boiled down to one sentence that expresses desire. Fill in the blanks: 
This is a story about _______ who wants ________. 

4. If you had to give your report a movie title, what would you call it? 

5. Strengthen your Big Idea finding skills by identifying it in other areas of 
your life. What was the Big Idea at the last conference you went to (hint: 
it may be different from the keynote)? Your last vacation? The last 
movie you watched? 

How to 
find your Big Idea

BIG IdEA disclaimer
You know how it takes about 50 
pages to “get into” a book? Same 
thing with the Big Idea. You will 
need time to sort through your data 
and start to group it before you’ll 
“get into” your Big Idea. Very 
occasionally the Big Idea is 
obvious, but those occasions are 
few and far between. 

STORYMASTERS | 17
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10 Ways to  
write well

Writing a great report takes practice and effort. On Writing Well by William Zinsser 
is a great place to get some practical writing advice. Below is an excerpt from 
pixelandclick.com’s synopsis of Zinsser. Source: www.pixelandclick.com

1. Keep it short and simple
Brevity is at the core of Zinsser’s writing philosophy. Less is always 
more. However, do not confuse brevity with bullet points. Complete 
sentences force deeper clarity of an idea. 

2. Be obsessive about your word choices
Since words are all that a writer has to persuade readers, Zinsser 
emphasizes the need for appropriate words. 

3. The thesaurus is your friend
A thesaurus comes in handy when you need to repeat a word but don’t 
want to bore your readers. 

4. Begin with a bang, end with a boom
Nothing catches reader attention like a snappy headline. But if your 
first few lines are limp even the catchiest headline won’t matter. There 
is also an art to knowing when you need to stop. A perfect ending is 
when the message of your piece stays with your readers even after they 
have stopped reading. Zinsser says it best: “For the nonfiction 
writer,…if you have presented all the facts and made the point you 
want to make, look for the nearest exit.”

5. Never lose the logical flow of sentences
This is writing 101. For the entire piece to make sense every sentence 
must be built upon the premise of the preceding one. Random jumps in 
the narrative confuse readers and that is never good when your aim is 
to be persuasive.

6. Rewrite multiple times, and read aloud
If you are aiming to persuade someone with your writing you HAVE to 
rewrite. First drafts always suck, and the readability of a written piece 
is directly proportional to the number of rewrites through which it has 
gone.

7. Think in paragraphs
According to Zinsser paragraphs are not simply a block of text- they 
must convey a single logical thought. If a paragraph seems to contain 
more than a single idea it needs to be broken up. 

8. Cut out adjectives and adverbs
When it comes to non-fiction Zinsser is dead set against using adverbs 
when all they do is take up space - blared loudly, clench tightly, 
effortlessly easy, grinned widely.

9. Don’t beat around the bush
Most of us use a number of expressions in our writing that weakens the 
impact of our overall message - “arguably”, “a bit”, “a little”, ”too”, 
“sort of”, “kind of”, “rather”, ”quite”, ”very”, ”pretty much” and 
“in a sense.”

10. Keep lines at unequal length
Zinsser has one rule about sentence length - unless you are a literary 
genius, the period can’t come soon enough. Writing long sentences 
increases the chances of you screwing up and making a mistake.

18
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Here are some examples of how we applied Zinsser’s methods in our reports. 

Before After

Short and Simple INSIGHT: Pool owners don’t want to be reminded that the 
work maintaining a pool is actually work – they want to 
feel like it’s under control, isn’t a big deal for them to 
tackle or think about and its result is a pool for all to enjoy.

INSIGHT: Pool owners want to focus on the enjoyment 
that a pool offers. They want to feel like things are 
under control. Maintaining a pool should feel like no 
big deal.

Word Choice INSIGHT: Consumers were mixed on the ideal shape 
design.

INSIGHT: Consumers differed in their opinions about 
ideal shape design.

Don’t Beat Around 
the Bush

INSIGHT: Customers tend to see the brand as functional 
and a little staid.

INSIGHT: Customers view the brand as functional but 
staid.

Bang/Boom HEADLINE: Salt is just the beginning
CONTENT: A “salty snack” is defined by much more than 
just a salty/savory flavor profile.  Specific requirements 
around taste, texture, and convenience must be met for a 
snack to satisfy the desire for a salty snack.

HEADLINE: Salt is just the beginning
CONTENT: A “salty snack” is defined by much more 
than just a hit of sodium. Consumers have expectations 
for all 5 senses to be satisfied through texture and 
experience as well as taste.

Read It Aloud INSIGHT: More sentimental approaches bringing to 
mind memories of their kids’ development were also 
powerful pulls.

INSIGHT: A powerful pull for consumers was 
sentimentality. People feel good when they’re reminded 
of their child’s developmental milestones.

Writing
examples
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After many years of writing for South Park, the creators realized that 
stories have beats to them. Their aha moment came when they realized that 
by linking the beats together with one of two words, the story engaged 
viewers. The magic words? But and Therefore. 

When you write a report, the slides/beats should link together for a reason 
(“x happens, therefore y happens”). 

The moment you find yourself getting bored (x learning, and then y 
learnings, and then z learnings), go back and rewrite to ensure that “x 
happens but/therefore y happens.” Executive summaries are a breeding 
grounds for “and then” statements. Listen for them.

THEREFORE…
It is a good idea to have some fun 
and watch the creators of 
Southpark explain their 
But/Therefore theory.

Note: It is South Park so be 
prepared for colorful language. 

HOW not to 
bore your audience
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vGUNqq3jVLg
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We hope these 
tips were helpful! 

We’re here to support you every step of the way!
You can contact us with any specific questions at 
storymasters@ignite-360.com

How are you enjoying Storymasters so far? 
We want to know! Answer these 3 quick questions to help 
us continue to deliver relevant storytelling insights! 

https://www.ignite-360.com/storymasters

