Storytelling
Ty Francis PhD

“We can develop
a relationship
with a film in a way
that we can’t with
a PowerPoint slide.
The ‘moving images’
of a film tell stories
that can be evocative
as well as provocative,
and films reconnect
us – to ourselves, to
one another and
to the world
around us.”
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The art of
storytelling

‘Were it not for
the storyteller,
civilisation would
destroy itself.’
Albert Camus
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Great stories are always about
transformation. Stories illuminate
how we cope at particular
crossroads in our lives, when the
way ahead is full of uncertainty.
They show how we respond at
turning points, when we have to
wake up, rise to challenges, face
difficulties, and discover the
courage to become our best selves
in the face of adversity. Great
stories are about how we change,
and in the telling, our stories have
the potential to change others.

In the Sufi tradition, when a spiritual master is
asked for advice, he or she is likely to reply, “I’m
sorry but I can’t help you. I don’t have any useful
advice to give.” After a short pause, s/he then
might add, “but perhaps there is a little story I
know about a someone who…” In this way, the
story itself becomes the teacher.
In this age of content creation, we swim in stories
like never before. Although some of the
contemporary storytellers who use social media
might not have the humility of Sufi masters,
nevertheless their stories still remind us of what is
important and of what is possible; they help us to
learn and to grow; and they connect us – even
Twitter and Instagram bring us together in a similar
way that our ancestors gathered around campfires.
We need stories today, just as we always have…
Our need for stories is psychologically important.
Research published in 2008 (by Marshall Duke and
Robyn Fivush – ‘Do You Know?’) has shown that one
of the most powerful predictors of a child’s
emotional health can be how much information the
child knows about the family story: the fuller the
awareness of the family story, the greater the child’s
self-esteem and the more control s/has over her or
his life. It would be interesting to speculate from
this research what the applications are to
organisational life – could knowledge of the
company’s history improve employee engagement
and loyalty? Given that a strategy is a story about
the future, could improved story-telling skills benefit
strategic alignment and execution?

How storytelling
affects the brain
Cortex activity
Neural coupling
A story activates parts of the brain that
allow the listener to turn a story in to
their own ideas.

When processing facts, two areas of the brain are
activated – Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas. A
well-told story can engage many additional areas,
including the motor cortex, sensory cortex and
frontal cortex.

Mirroring

Dopamine

Listeners will not only experience
similar brain activity to each other but
also to the speaker.

The brain releases dopamine in to the body when it
experiences emotionally-charged events, making it
easier to remember things with greater accuracy.
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What makes
a good story?
While all films share a similar
basic structure, the main rule
is – hold my attention! Good
‘Our workisbegins
storytelling
about finding
withtoa take
space;
ways
your a
audience on
camera;
and
a
a
journey that
is captivating.
Structure
support this.
story to can
unfold…’

Author Margaret Atwood describes the
importance of beginnings. The Brothers Grimm
story of Little Red Hood begins with, “Once upon a
time, there was a dear little girl who was loved by
everyone.” But what if (Atwood suggests) the story
began with, “There was darkness inside the wolf…”
What impact do these two beginnings have on
you, as a reader?
Stories have to have middles, of course. That is,
the author or film-maker has to take the audience
on a journey. Along this journey, there have to be
glimpses, hints and clues about how the journey
will end. A ‘middle’ has to hold a promise that
draws us onwards, through playing with our
curiosity.
But does ‘the promised end’ have to materialise?
Yes and no. As storytellers in fiction and on film,
we have to complete our promise or surprise the
reader with an unexpected twist that entertains
and makes sense. It can be as rewarding to
thwart the audience’s expectations as to
meet them!
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Film is the future
A film is a powerful form of storytelling because
of the unique interplay of characters, words, images,
sound effects and music that combine
to provide memorable impact.
We can develop a relationship with a film because
it ‘situates’ us – we can see ourselves in relationship
to the story in a way that we can’t with a
PowerPoint slide…
Interestingly, as a communications medium, film –
even factual documentaries – are not good at
conveying lots of information. The essence of a
good film is in the evocation of emotion. Films
provide ‘moving images’ that are potent because
they are emotionally resonant, rich and memorable.
A good film can connect us to ourselves, to one
another, to social issues, and to the world around
us like no other medium. We believe that the
fundamental role of the storyteller in film, is to
connect people. People are, after all, the beginning
and end of a good film. The facts about a situation
might be news, but what is compelling and what
holds our attention – the story behind the story –
is always the personal impact of events on people.

Telling our
own story on
camera
Becoming the narrator of our
own story is a powerful act.
It allows us the opportunity to
reflect, review, reframe, reach
out… Filming our own story
shows us how we show up in
our lives.

Tuning in to the truth of our own story can be
daunting for many of us. Our first impulse is to
deflect – no one will be interested, who cares, it’s
not that important… but in our truth is our power
and our uniqueness. We have all faced difficult
circumstances, setbacks, betrayals… but it is how we
make choices in the face of adversity that defines
us – how we have harnessed courage at our own
thresholds, that make each of us exceptional.
And this is the story others want to hear.
The experience of being filmed and of watching
ourselves on film are two related but different
occurrences. Each experience carries the potential
for insight and illumination, and can be an ongoing
source of inspiration. I once shot my friend and
colleague Jon Riley, while we were waiting for a
client to show up, and recently he described the
experience like this:
“It was both a fast and slow process of illumination
for me. I was not expecting to be so moved by our
on-camera conversation, and it helped me to identify
something I was striving for in my life that I was not so
aware of until then – my need to slow down and stop
striving. When I watched the film, the certainty and
force of my knowing hit me! I began to pay more
attention, and the film remains a living record and
reminder to me of what I need to pay attention to.”
The story we tell about ourselves on camera reveals
us to others; but also, the film we share with others
reveals us to them, also. I have never forgotten the
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time I worked with the originator of the Soul Biography
series, Nic Askew. Nic filmed me in free-fall reflection
for about 45 minutes, and over lunch his colleague,
Andrew Hassenruck, edited the film in to a 5 minute
Soul Biography to share with others attending the
workshop.
As Andrew played the short film, I lost all sense of
self-conscious embarrassment and started to feel
appreciation for who I was and what I was embodying.
As I looked at Andrew to thank him, tears were falling
from his eyes.
The film had forged a connection between us. So
often, telling your story can be a healing act. If not for
you, for those who listen.

Telling your story –
our ‘top 10’ tips
•

•
•

‘You have
absolute power’

•
•

Master Yoda

•
•

•
•

•
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Dare to be vulnerable – share your fears, joys,
what daunted you, excited you, share what you
questioned along the way. This is not about
therapy but about showing some ‘skin’.
Bring yourself to your story - tell it as if you are
talking it to a close friend, not to a huge audience.
Focus on a gleaming detail – a moment that
matters, a hinge point. Make the unexceptional
exceptional by focusing on the one detail or image
that connects with your audience – it is a
representation of a bigger truth.
Engage the senses.
‘Carry the fire and hand over the spark’ – share a
personal moment that has universal resonance.
Let go. Bring things to an emotional punchline
and leave your audience wanting more.
Don’t rush! Give your audience time and space to
make connections, to register feelings and to
think about the implications to their own lives
of what you are sharing.
Tell the truth. Don’t misrepresent people, be true
to the details.
Don’t learn a script! Even if you have a message to
communicate, be present and available to express
it freshly in the moment!
Stay simple! Don’t give too many details, and don’t
get distracted – the shortest distance between
two points is usually the best path to take!

Our
storytelling
approach
at meus
There are two different but
related skills – to surface
someone’s story on camera
and to retell their story on film.
Here are some tips we can
share from our experience
as storytellers in the medium
of film.

Surfacing someone’s story –
our ‘top 10 interview tips’
•

•

•

•

•
•

•
•

•
•
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It is not an ‘interview’ but a co-creative conversation.
Don’t go in with prepared questions but with
presence, attunement, curiosity, openness, respect,
daring, reciprocity - be open to being asked and
challenged and confronted in dialogue.
Begin with a question that is unanswerable… what
matters? What is your uniqueness? What is it like
being you?
Think ‘snow globe’ – shake up, stir up, and allow the
flakes time to settle. Every snowflake that falls has
its place.
Don’t be linear and don’t be predictable. Take your
conversation partner in to the unknown – if they
answer a question with the words, “What I always say
is…” you are both lost!
Make connections – join the dots for people in the
conversation.
Help people to discover something new and important
about themselves, when they look deep within… the
conversation is an opportunity for breakthrough.
Be open to any response, and improvise with it.
Spot ‘living moments’ that matter – energised
moments that move or evoke a shared sense of awe…
that give pause. Blow on these embers.
Beautify - the space, the person – hold the intention
to show someone’s beauty.
It is never an intellectual exercise or fact-finding
mission. It is a journey of the heart for you both…

‘Never tell unkind
stories; above all,
never tell long
ones.’
Benjamin Disraeli

About meus
meus creates, captures
and communicates moments
of connection.

We pioneer the art of ‘filmed facilitation’ to explore
and share moments that connect us more fully to
ourselves and to one another. Our films are unique
‘products’ that arise from our encounters with
individuals and organisational teams and community
groups. They not only represent a ‘living record’ of
our various conversations for connection – but also,
through sharing our films virally, unknown others can
also experience the transformational power of
connection.

About Dr Ty Francis

Our practice is derived from a unique synthesis of
leadership and organisational development, creative
process, systems thinking and doctoral research.

About Jon Riley

We work on projects that:
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•

Capture people reflecting on what matters to
them and what it is like to be them

•

Address bigger issues about how to relate at
work and in the world

•

Explore how leaders in both organisations and
communities can engage more authentically

As a social psychologist whose PhD explored
‘transformation’, Ty has a deep interest in creativity
and in the experience of ‘breakthrough’. He uses his
skills as a coach to connect with people, and as
storyteller to elicit the essence of our human
experience.

As an executive coach and facilitator with an
abiding interest in technology, Jon combines the
skills of drawing out people’s inner, emotional
experiences and portraying them sensitively on
film. He uses his technical skills creatively, in
post-production editing.
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Contact us if you’d like to explore a project
through filmed facilitation or co-created
documentary-making. We would love to
connect with you!
hello@meus.co.uk
meus.co.uk

