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Abstract—In this article, I attempt to bring together key 
elements of storytelling in a visual framework, the 
Storytelling Canvas. The Canvas aims to bring together 
various strategies for developing and delivering resonating 
stories. The strategies are organized in three stages that are 
relevant for every story: beginning, middle and end. Before 
working on the strategies, storytellers need to consider the 
topic, the audience including their needs and the goal of the 
story. This framework has been used for managers, 
academics and students around the world including 
organizations such as the African Doctoral Academy, 
University of St. Gallen, Hilti, European Central Bank, 
Stanford University and others. This article aims to 
introduce the framework to foster a debate about what 
constitutes good storytelling in management and academia. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
The term storytelling is omnipresent in the (business) 

world, what started with tribes using stories to pass on 
knowledge to younger generations and the first visual 
stories used in the Cave paintings has become ubiquitous 
as advertising campaigns use stories, presentations 
should be delivered as stories, new formats such as 
PechaKucha present stories and the latest development in 
social media sees the term story at the frontline with 
Instagram stories, Facebook stories, and WhatsApp 
stories. But the question remains what makes a story? 
What are the elements that can help build (business) 
stories? 

Working with stories in communication is not new, 
however, the strategic application of storytelling to 
convey content and messages is currently subject a hot 
topic in many disciplines. Stories convey content and 
messages on an implicit, subconscious level which 
requires less effort by the audience compared to facts and 
statistics. The emotional persuasion conveyed by stories 
affects not only the left part of the brain, responsible for 
logic, but all parts of the brain, especially the right part 
of the brain, responsible for visions and feelings. Stories 
make the content heard in a complex and overwhelming 
world that is ‘always on’ (POPC = permanently online, 
permanently connected) and people have little attention 
span but the mechanism of stories have impact despite 

information overload [1]. In the study called ‘Significant 
Objects’, Rob Walker and Joshua Glenn devised a 
literary and anthropological experiment that 
demonstrated the effect of narrative on any given 
object’s subjective value can be measured objectively 
[2].  

This paper aims to contribute to the body of research 
on stories and visualization by proposing a framework of 
the constitutive elements of storytelling. In this first 
modest attempt, I aim to map key elements of 
storytelling onto the Storytelling Canvas. 

II. STORYTELLING IN KNOWLEDGE 
MANAGEMENT AND ORGANIZATIONAL 

LEARNING 
Storytelling is used in knowledge management, 

corporate culture, branding and advertising to engage 
content and connect it with the audience in a meaningful 
and memorable way. Within the field of knowledge 
management, storytelling can be considered as informal 
practice that facilitates the transfer of tacit knowledge. 
Storytelling is the sharing of “war stories” in 
communities of practice and is an important part of 
action learning [3]. Developing stories has been 
proposed as an enabler of organizational learning, 
particularly when dealing with new or unusual situations 
[4]. The Institute for Knowledge Management offers a 
definition of a story and its relation to knowledge 
transfer: a story is “a tiny fuse that detonates tacit 
understanding in the mind of the listener” [5]. 

Nonaka and Takeuchi [6] suggest storytelling as an 
informal process that facilitates the transfer of the tacit 
dimensions of critical knowledge through internalization 
and socialization. Stories are assumed to appeal to the 
experiential system of personality because of their 
emotional engagement and representation of events in a 
manner similar to how they are experienced in real life 
[7]. Thus, stories are essentially more appealing than 
codified rules and procedures, technical documentation 
and lectures on abstract subjects. In the persuasion and 
communication literature, including stories in the 
message has been shown to increase the persuasiveness 
of the message [8]. 

Stories combine both reflective and experiential 
approaches to learning [4]. Stories trigger reflection 



about “what is going on here?” and serve as mechanisms 
for experimentation [9] that can create new 
understanding and meaning through action. Prior 
experiences captured by stories guide rather than 
prescribe ongoing action [4]. Stories communicate who 
did what, when and why and act as thought machines 
through which individuals test out ideas and feelings 
about something and try to learn more about it [10]. 
Stories represent practice, how things are actually done. 

The storytelling method, also known as ‘learning 
histories’, was developed at MIT in 1995 by a group of 
researchers, journalists and managers of large 
corporations [11]. The goal was to find a way to 
document a collective learning process of all involved 
employees from particular incidents, such as change 
processes, and make it available throughout the 
organization [12]. However, this approach is very 
comprehensive and requires a large amount of resources, 
e.g. for a large storytelling project at a bid corporation, it 
takes four people and 33 working days to apply the rigid 
process of this storytelling method [13]. 

As resources are scarce, the proposed Storytelling 
Canvas suggest an alternative more straight-forward 
process to help individuals, teams and organizations to 
engage their content, connect it with the audience and 
tell a story. The following sections show why visual 
templates might be beneficial in general and in particular 
for storytelling as well as introducing the Storytelling 
Canvas. 

III. THE VALUE OF KNOWLEDGE 
VISUALIZATION AND VISUAL TEMPLATES  

A visual template provides a graphical structure onto 
which information and knowledge can be meaningfully 
mapped and related [14]. Visual templates can support 
face-to-face and virtual conversations, in which either 
one person works with the visual template or in a group 
one person acts as a facilitator and moderates the 
discussion by documenting the participants’ inputs to the 
templates themselves [15]. Very well-known examples 
of visual templates are the BCG matrix, the SWOT 
diagram, or recent developments such as the Meeting 
Canvas or Empathy Map used in design thinking. 

The graphical structure of visual templates, made up 
of boxes and labels, offers ‘affordances’ [16] – i.e., cues 
as to how the visual template could be used in practice. 
Visual templates carry four particular affordances: 
infiltrate, spatialize, captivate, and materialize [17]. 
Infiltrate means that visuals are subjected to less scrutiny 
than verbal due to the weaker social regulation that 
applies to visuals in Western culture [18]; spatialize 
means that visuals are especially well-suited for 
communicating complex and multidimensional 
relationships, in addition the spatial setup of visuals 
allows for bridging of individual elements through 
composition and positioning [19]; captivate means that 
the immediacy of perception of visuals has the potential 

to captivate audiences, more specifically, visuals are 
perceived rapidly, attract attention quickly, and have the 
potential to express attitudes and emotions with powerful 
impact that surpasses a purely cognitive processing of its 
content whereby audiences become affectively, 
aesthetically and corporeally engaged [20]; materialize 
means that visuals give novel ideas tangibility and shape 
[17]. The materialization of visuals helps overcome 
language barriers and establishes visuals as a kind of 
‘global language’ [21]. 

Thus, those affordances make visuals and particular 
visual templates good candidates to support the 
development and delivery of stories as they support the 
structuring and spatially arranging of complex 
information, allowing for immediacy of perceiving and 
processing content, and communicating attitude and 
emotions which engages audiences affectively, 
aesthetically and corporeally. 

IV. THE STORYTELLING CANVAS  
The Storytelling Canvas aims to bring together single 

elements, recommendations and best practices of 
storytelling in a single visual framework. The framework 
consists of two parts, the general conditions and the story 
elements. The general conditions consist of the topic that 
the story is about, the identification of the audience and 
their needs, using the empathy map canvas [22], and the 
goal that should be achieved by telling the story which is 
supported by reflecting about what the audience thinks, 
feels and knows before the story and by anticipating 
what the audience should think, feel and know after the 
have been exposed to the story. The story elements 
consists of an overarching three level structure of 
beginning, middle and end in line with the three-act-
model of storytelling [23]. 

A. Beginning 
For the beginning, three elements can be used to 

create an impactful start which is “start with why” [24], 
“common ground” and “one big idea” [25]. Start with 
why helps the storytelling to not get lost in the details of 
the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of the story but to focus on the why 
of the story, and why as in “why should I (as audience) 
care?” [26]. In order to answer that question, the 
storyteller should have done the audience check first and 
then identify the pains and gains of the audience to 
address those pains and gains through the why. The 
second element of the beginning “common ground” 
refers to connecting to the audience through shared 
experiences, looking into the past, to identify common 
events, interests, memories or other forms of history and 
common goals, looking into the future, to identify a 
mutually desired vision, outcomes or common view of 
the (ideal) future. The third element of the beginning is 
“one big idea” which means that you focus your study on 
one big idea that is conveying your unique perspective, 
communicate what is at stake and that you can ideally 
state in one complete sentence. 

 



 
Fig. 1. Storytelling Canvas 
 

B. Middle 
For the middle, the seven elements abbreviated as the 

SUCCESS formula [27] are adapted to engage the content 
with the audience and find the right balance of information 
and emotion [28, 29]. The first five letters SUCCE are in 
line with the existing approach of Heath and Heath [27] and 
two new elements are added, S for ‘Storylines’ and another 
S for ‘S.T.A.R. moments’ [25].  

The first ‘S’ of the SUCCESS formula stands for 
‘Simplicity’ and asks for the key point of the story, and if it 
is clearly and simply stated. And to the ‘rule-of-three’ that a 
piece of argument should be supported by three pieces of 
evidence as this increases the charismatic appeal of the 
storyteller [30]. In journalism, it is called ‘the lead’ and 
contains the most essential elements of a story, both finding 
the core and writing the lead are strategies for forced 
prioritization. Examples are “Apple iPod: 1000 songs in 
your pocket” or “Southwest Airlines: We are THE low-fare 
airline”. The ‘U’ stands for unexpectedness and aims to 
create curiosity and surprise in the audience by posing 
critical questions, breaking a pattern or creating gaps that are 
filled in later which enables the storyteller to take people on 
a journey. The first ‘C’ stands for ‘Concreteness’ which 
means turning something abstract into something concrete 
by using real examples, concrete images or analogies as well 

as metaphors which also evidence for a charismatic 
storyteller [30]. For example, by stating ‘my topic is like… 
playing a puzzle, navigating in a labyrinth, or sailing the 
sea’ as well as ‘being an employee in my department is 
like… being a magician, being a fire man or being an 
entrepreneur’. The second ‘C’ stands for ‘Credibility’ or 
truth which means using personal stories, quotes from 
people or organization that are accepted by the audience for 
social proof and statistics for legitimization of your 
argument. The ‘E’ stands for emotions, where you can refer 
to both positive emotions, such as joy through benefits, 
relief of a problem, or imaging a better future, and also 
negative emotions, such as anger, fear, sadness, or disgust, 
to bring your message across. Interestingly, the seven basic 
human emotions cover one positive emotion (joy), one 
neutral emotion (surprise/curiosity) and five negative 
emotions (anger, fear, disgust, contempt, sadness) [31]. For 
a more distinguished choice of positive emotions to evoke 
through stories, please refer to Ekman’s 16 enjoyable 
emotions: taste, smell, touch, sight, hearing, excitement, 
relief, wonder, ecstasy/bliss, fiero (pride in achievement), 
naches (pride of parent/mentor), Schadenfreude, elevation, 
gratitude, and two more [32]. The second ‘S’ stands for 
‘Storyline’ and distinguishes four types of basic stories: 
descriptive, explicative, argumentative, and narrative [33] 
which have been adapted by Dan Roam into Report, for 



describing facts, Explanation, for explicative, Pitch, for 
argumentative, and Drama, for narrative [34]. In a very 
narrow sense, one could argue that only the narrative is a 
real story while the others are other genres of 
communication while in a broader sense of storytelling, all 
four types can be seen as stories. The last ‘S’ stands for 
‘S.T.A.R. moment’, which is an acronym for ‘Something 
They’ll Always Remember’, and can come along in the form 
of a memorable dramatization, a repeatable soundbite, 
evocative visuals, shocking statistics, or a strong label in 
form of an alliteration [25]. 

 

 
Fig. 2. Good stories contain the right combination of emotion 
and information 

 
These seven strategies for the middle to ‘make the point’ 

help storytellers to focus on the essential of the story and 
engage the content in a way that is meaningful and 
memorable for the audience using the appropriate 
combination of information and emotion. 

C. End 
For the end, two elements can be used to give the story a 

good finish. The first one is the identification of the 
‘Reward’ which should appeal to the needs of the audience. 
This reward is organized in three ways: benefit to audience, 
benefit to sphere and benefit to mankind. The benefit to 
audience should explain how they will personally benefit 
from adopting the idea conveyed in the story or what is in it 
for them materially or emotionally. The benefit to sphere 
should explain how the idea of the story will benefit friends, 
peers or direct reports and how the audience can use the 
benefit to influence those in their sphere. The benefit to 
mankind should explain how the idea of the story will help 
humans or the planet which also called “appeal to higher 
ambition” in research on charisma [30]. The second element 
of a good finish is the ‘Call to action’. In the call to action, 
storytellers need to finish with a concrete invitation to do 
something. The type of call depends on who is sitting in 
your audience, there are four distinct type to distinguish: 
doer, supplier, influencer, innovator [25]. In a call to action, 
storyteller ask the doer to make decisions, respond or 
attempt, suppliers to acquire, fund, or provide resources, the 
influencer to activate, empower or promote your idea, and 
the innovator to create, discover or pioneer in a new way. 

IV. DISCUSSION 
When delivering a story, storytellers can benefit from 

research on charismatic appeal that integrates six strategies 
to appear more charismatic. The before mentioned rule-of-
three, the use of analogies and metaphor, the appeal to 
higher ambition and in addition, when delivering the story, 
using a low voice, both for male and female storytellers, 
using gestures to connect with the audience and making 
conscious breaks to gain momentum [30]. 

In addition to the Storytelling Canvas, storytellers can 
also make use of Hollywood story structures, plot types, 
character archetypes and types of conflict. Hollywood story 
structures have, like the Storytelling Canvas, one thing in 
common which is the 3-act-structure [23, 35]. Whether this 
is the classical three-act-structure consisting of exposition-
confrontation-resolution, or the hook-problem/solution-
conclusion, or the hero journey consisting of departure-
initiation-return [36], they all have beginning, middle and 
end. Most of them follow the peak-end-rule identified by 
Kahneman that stories are best remembered if they have one 
emotional highlight and a meaningful end [37]. While the 
three part structure of every structure seems simple, it can 
get often very complex, especially when looking at the 17 
elements with the three parts of the hero journey [36]. 
However, a group of researchers analyzed hundreds of 
stories and found that most movies can be reduced to the 
essential which is rise (happiness) and fall (unhappiness) 
and therefore be categorized into six basic plot types: rags to 
riches, riches to rags, man in a hole, Icarus, Cinderella, 
Oedipus [38]. In addition to the story structures and the six 
basic plot types, every story in Hollywood has in common 
that they have a protagonist, an acting subject and other 
characters archetypes. Campbell has summarized eight and a 
half character archetypes: protagonist, antagonist, mentor, 
manipulator, sidekick, sceptic, emotional, logic and love 
interest [36]. In addition, every story has a conflict. Three 
types of conflict have been established which are: intra-
personal conflict, also known as man vs. self, inter-personal 
conflict, also known as man vs. man, and global conflict, 
also known as man vs. nature [23].   

Many stories fall short as they underestimate the 
identification of the right audience and empathizing with 
their needs. In order to identify the right audience, 
storytellers can start by using stakeholder maps [39] to 
better understand the larger context of the audience as well 
as using personas [40], used in design thinking, to make the 
audience more concrete. 

Knowing which strategies can be used to develop and 
deliver a resonating story can also help overcoming the 
constrains of PowerPoint [41], might help to create 
visualizations for more attention and retention of the content 
by the audience [42] and help design thinking students and 
professionals to convey their insights of being empathetic 
with the user supporting insight and foster action for 
ideation and the creation of prototypes [43]. 



V.  CONCLUSION 
Stories are omnipresent in the world as they warrant 

more attention and buy in from the audience. However, the 
elements of good storytelling are fragmented and have so far 
not been put together. In this article, the Storytelling Canvas 
is proposed as a first attempt to bring together the core 
elements of storytelling. This hopefully invites scholars and 
practitioners to think about the key elements of storytelling 
and how individuals, teams and organizations can employ 
those elements to develop and deliver meaningful and 
memorable stories. 
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