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Marketers are talking a lot about storytelling lately. But more than just the latest buzzword, stories 
are important vehicles that help us make sense of the world around us and our experiences in it. 

David Intrator, President of Smarter Storytelling, explains, “In short, stories help organize our lives 
and give it a sense of purpose, meaning and, at their best, beauty. As brands become one of the 
primary vehicles for storytelling, we have a responsibility to make sure they offer people the sense 
of stability and hope needed in these turbulent times.”

Stories are especially important conduits for Consumer Insights and brand marketing 
professionals. We are often describing a complex situation 
(consumers’ behavior and brand relationships), and need 
to make information accessible, without oversimplification. 
We turn to stories because that is our natural way of 
communicating. We tell stories to pass along personal history 
and culture. We use stories and fables to teach children morals 
and ethics. We share stories to make a point. Often, stories are 
more impactful and memorable than other ways of delivering 
information, and thus, a better way to communicate, even  
if the information itself could be conveyed in less time than it 
takes to tell the story.  
 
For example, parents could tell their children, “Don’t go into 
the woods.” But telling them the story of Hansel and Gretel, 

who went into the woods and were almost stuffed into an oven by a wicked witch, would probably 
be more effective!

Further, human beings are hardwired to respond emotionally to stories. By mapping brain activity, 
neurological researchers have found that subjects 
respond physically to stories. Other research has 
shown that stories produce the release of hormones 
that impact our emotional states. In other words, 
there is a visceral connection between storytellers and 
their listeners.

ONCE UPON A TIME…WHY STORYTELLING?

Consumer Insights and brand 
marketing professionals must 
tell stories. Stories stand 
the test of time for effective 
communication that drives 
behavior. Stories work to turn 
insight into action.

”To be a person is to have a story to tell.”  

— Isak Dinesen
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With everybody talking about storytelling, is the art and science of storytelling getting lost in 
all that talk? We can all agree that a story is not just a collection of details and facts, or page 
after page of charts, or a group of sentences that do not contribute to an overall conclusion or 
insight. But finding a good and operational definition of “story” is not all  
that easy. 

Every collection of words is not a story, even if they are well organized. According to filmmaker 
Chad Perkins, “A story is an account of a person encountering obstacles in pursuit of 
something they want.” Steve Denning, a contributor to Forbes, defines a story as “the telling 
of a happening or connected series of happenings, whether true or fictitious.”

Stories have these common characteristics:

•  Stories revolve around a central unifying idea. Author Anthony Tasgal calls this “The Golden 
Thread”; the main idea that frames the business issue and solution. And yes, we do mean a 
single thing. One and only one. There may be several insights and supporting points to illustrate 
and explain that unifying idea, but, as Dr. Stephen Covey wrote, “The main thing is to keep the 
main thing the main thing.”

•  Stories have a beginning, a middle, and an end – but not necessarily in that order.  
Poet Laureate Randall Jarrell said, “A story is a chain that begins at one place and ends  
at another.” 

•  Stories have dramatic tension and conflict. Good or evil, the right path  
or the wrong path, System 1 or System 2: a story must have different forces at 

work to involve and engage the listener, viewer, or reader. 

•  Stories have a protagonist and antagonist. Related to having 
conflict and tension, many stories have an antagonist and a 

protagonist. That does not necessarily mean a good guy 
and a bad guy; think of the protagonist and antagonist as 
personas or forces within your story. The conflict between 
these forces yields the tension to which humans react, 

creating the emotional connection  
to the story and its outcome.

•  Stories move forward. They describe a change or transformation of 
people, brands or situations. 

WHAT IS A STORY?

Good storytelling facilitates the desired outcome. Stories generate change, response,  
or enhanced connections. Literally, in the human brain, chemicals released while listening to 
stories cause a change in emotional state. 

In business, the power of storytelling also creates change. Whether you need to educate or 
persuade your audience to act (or perhaps not act), storytelling is a powerful tool.



 RTi Research • 203-324-2420 • www.rtiresearch.com

Powerful Storytelling for Insights Professionals

3

How many presentations have you sat through – or made – in your career? If you are like many 
marketing and Consumer Insights professionals, that number is probably in the hundreds if 
not thousands. How many of those do you remember? Far, far fewer. If you are lucky, maybe a 
handful. And, most importantly, why do you remember those few presentations? Because they 
somehow created a connection to something meaningful in your life. In all likelihood, they 
told a story.

But alas, marketing research presentations and reports tend to break all the rules for good 
storytelling. They too often don’t have a unifying theme, rather, they “dump data” onto the 
audience, without giving them a roadmap for understanding the information. And while a 
report may be organized in a logical way and may even provide insight, reports often fail to 
communicate that insight and the support for it in the most meaningful and impactful way: 
They rarely truly tell a story. And that is why marketing research presentations and reports 
have that negative reputation of being tomes that sit on a shelf gathering dust. That needs to 
change.

There may be several reasons for the lack of marketing research stories:

•  Not my job. Marketing researchers may 
not believe they are being hired to tell their 
clients what business actions to take in the 
marketplace. They may perceive their role as 
delivering “third party” objective answers to 
questions, but not necessarily partnering with 
their clients to create change. 

•  Inertia. For decades, marketing researchers 
have produced graph- and chart-laden reports 
that deliver the results of our work with mind-
numbing detail. Why stop now?

•  We don’t know what else to do. Storytelling 
is hard. We must go beyond data, beyond 
reporting, to finding the meaning of our 
work. We must move our audiences to action. 
It takes courage, daring, a lot of work, and 
creativity. Do we have it in us? 

Let’s hope so.

STORYTELLING FOR CONSUMER INSIGHTS
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One way to up our game is certainly through 
storytelling. But let’s be clear: insight stories start 
with the data. It will always be the role of Insights 
professionals to understand what the data is telling 
us. The development and communication of the 
story begins only after we know what the data is 
saying. 

Once you grasp the meaning of your data and  
what it wants to communicate, here are some 
important foundational rules to help you develop a 
good story:

This much is clear: what we as Insights professionals have always done is no longer enough. We must 
communicate better to become stronger partners for action. We must make a greater impact, be more 
memorable, and turn those historically boring market research presentations and reports into popular 
events and coveted reads (ok, ok, that might be pushing it).

•  Unifying theme. Find your one central idea that will unify your story – your “Golden Thread.” 
Remember: if you don’t have one idea, you have no idea. For example, if you are recommending 
your client take action and that’s your central idea, then the story should be built around 
supporting and driving that recommendation. 

•  Storyboarding. Sketch out and/or outline all of your ideas about what your story is. Then start 
focusing: keep only those elements that are critical to telling the story.

•  Surprise and mystery. Even the simplest story has an element of suspense and unknown. Your 
story must have some tension or conflict to resolve. That is what keeps your audience engaged.

•  Grab them early. Great openings put your audience on notice. They create interest and suspense. 
Hint: it’s not the background, objective, and methodology that draws them in!

•  Find your hero. Stories have characters, usually a protagonist and an antagonist. Who are your 
characters (remember – they don’t have to be people)?  Who or what is the hero of your story?

•  Data as confirmation. Only show the numbers, charts or graphs that are important to telling the 
story. You can additionally produce a more traditional “backup” marketing research report (or 
appendix to your story) to serve as both historical record and a source for the data that supports 
your story.

•  Message, not media. You are not shackled to PowerPoint. Use whatever media is best to deliver 
your story. That may be video, images, drawings, cartoons, or something else. But keep in mind, 
whatever the deliverable, what your audience will remember is the story.
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Watch this video of a brand positioning story.

Beyond lovely graphics and catchy music,  
the elements that make this video work as a  
story are:

•  It grabs them with the first image. Instead 
of the good news, it starts by painting a very 
troubling business picture for the client. That 
creates immediate tension. The audience 
wonders, “How will this be solved?”

•  No death by data. The video is short, and only the most relevant data is presented in very 
simple form. The data supports and reinforces the movement of the story.

•  One unifying theme. Owning “all natural” focuses the conversation not on “what do we do” 
but “how do we do it.” The video presents the solution to the problem in a way that clearly 
moves the story forward.

•  Emotions. Connecting the solution to the brand’s 
identity and the images in the video evokes emotion. 
And we remember what moves us. 

•  Movement and structure. Something happens in the 
video: times are dark, the sun comes out, everyone is 
happy. (Note: not all stories will have a happy ending!) 
This story has a beginning, middle, and end that moves 
from conflict to resolution.

•  Heroes and villains. This story has a protagonist or hero 
(brand) and an antagonist or villain (competitor brands). 
We cheer for the protagonist because we want them to 
win. 

While this same story could have been told via a 
PowerPoint deck or even in prose, the added value 
delivered by this video is that it facilitates sharing and 
communication. It is short and engaging. It is easy to share 
with others (inside and outside the company) who need 
to buy in and contribute to repositioning this brand. This 
story is not going to be sitting on a shelf gathering dust!

STORIES ABOUT GREAT STORYTELLING

https://rtiresearch.com/ebook-video/
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For Consumer Insights professionals, telling stories means going beyond 
understanding and reporting the data. It is additional work, and it can be 
challenging. You will want to collaborate with clients and stakeholders, and 
you may need additional creative or production assistance.
 
The additional effort to translate research findings and insights into a story 
will be repaid as Insights professionals further evolve to become business 
partners who are called upon for help and guidance in their company’s 
strategic decision making. Consumer Insights professionals must add 
storytelling skills to their arsenal because stories and storytellers…

•  Communicate in a way that makes sense and supports action 

• Identify and motivate change

• Connect emotionally

Richard Kearney, Professor of Philosophy at Boston College, in his book, On 
Stories, said, “Telling stories is as basic to human beings as eating. More so, 
in fact, for while food makes us live, stories are what make our lives worth 
living.” Are you ready to tell your story?

THE END

To learn more about transforming your insights into effective 
stories, contact RTi at 203-324-2420.

383 Main Avenue, Suite 706
Norwalk, CT 06851-1543 

tel: 203-324-2420 
email: info@RTiResearch.com

rtiresearch.com
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It was a dark and stormy night…
You’ve only got a few seconds to grab your audience’s attention and engage 
them enough to listen to the rest of your story. So, the beginning of your story 
is most important. Not only does it convince your audience to stay tuned, but it 
also sets the tone for the rest of your story. The beginning of your story defines 
the central conflict and tension that you will resolve, and may also introduce 
your hero and villain.

But the beginning is often the most difficult part of developing a story. Here are 
nine tips to help you find a killer beginning:

1.  Ask a question. After all, if you are asked a question, you are expected to 
answer. Asking questions immediately elicits a response from your audience. 
But your question can’t be boring or obvious – it must be engaging, funny, 
or even shocking. Anything that will take it out of the expected ordinary and 
create interest for your audience will be a good start. An example of a bad 
question might be: Do you want to increase business performance? Well, 
of course, who doesn’t want to increase business performance? A good 
question might be: Do you think it’s impossible to double your sales in the 
next 12 months?

2.  Make a statement people can relate to. The storyteller should 
share the common issue or challenge to create a sense of community and 
connection. An example of a relatable statement might be: We all struggle 
with writing good stories from which our clients learn.

3.  Challenge your audience. Handled correctly, this tactic can ask your 
audience to confront a challenge and be open to learning something new. 
An example might be: “There are seven common job interview mistakes you 
think you know but probably don’t. Handled incorrectly, you can alienate 
your audience. Proceed with caution!”

4.  Start at the end. Sometimes the best beginning is to tell your audience 
where you’re going to take them. Starting at the end might look like: “Today 
I’m going to tell you how to reposition this brand to attract Millennials.” 
With a promise like that, your audience would be irresponsible not to 
engage and pay attention. Just make sure that your end is your central 
unifying theme.

Start Strong:

9 TIPS FOR KILLER 
BEGINNINGS
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5.  Use a metaphor or simile. Metaphors and similes allow you to reframe the topic 
in a way that is new and engaging for your audience. An example might be comparing 
building brand loyalty to dating and marriage. You must start with attraction, move to 
liking, build trust, and then commitment. Whether it’s your favorite brand or your spouse 
– the basics are the same.

6.  Start with a startling statistic. A statistic that conflicts with a commonly held belief 
or that creates dissonance is very effective at capturing attention. A recent headline said, 
“58% Believe Higher Education Hurts America.” That’s shocking!

7.  Get personal. It’s no secret that human beings love to talk about themselves, but they 
also love to hear themselves talked about. Start with one simple word: “You.”

8.  Hurry! Before it’s too late! Stories that begin by creating a sense of urgency 
generate an immediate conflict and tension with the audience. Headlines such as “Ten 
Tax Saving Strategies You Need to Start Now” leaves your audience or reader feeling like 
they must stick around to see what those tips might be.

9.  Mystery and suspense. The beginning 
of your story should set up some curiosity 
about how the story will get to the end. 
This gives your audience a reason to stay. 
Introduce the topic in a way that engages 
the audience from the start and creates 
enough curiosity  
to keep them involved.

This not an exhaustive list and with practice you 
will come up with what works for the storyteller 
in you. To get started, we invite you to try out 
some or all these tips. Then pick your favorites 
and test them with volunteers. You will quickly 
find the one that is the most effective beginning 
for your story.

To learn more, contact RTi Research at 203-324-2420.

203-324-2420 | info@RTiResearch.com
rtiresearch.com
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RTi Research was once engaged to explore consumer attitudes and behavior about recycling. In 
short, everyone was ideologically in favor of it. But the research also found that people recycled 
only when it was easy for them, and did not recycle if it took too much personal effort. We started 
the research presentation by telling this story:

“ The Chicken and the Pig are walking down the street, and they see a sign in a 
café: Ham and Eggs $3. The Chicken is hungry and says, “What a deal! Let’s 
eat!” But the Pig says, “Wait a minute. For you, that’s a donation. For me, that’s a 
commitment.” 
 
And that’s what we found in the research: people are willing to recycle if it’s a 
donation; but not if it’s a commitment. You have to make it easy for them if you 
want to increase recycling.”

While that was only the introduction to a much longer presentation, it summed up the unifying 
theme. And to this day, the client still remembers that presentation. “Make it easy for them” 
became their corporate mantra and helped them increase recycling within their category.

For many of us, constructing a powerful story does not come naturally. However, as you see, a 
story can be very simple. There are three essential parts to a story: the beginning, the middle, 
and the end. It sounds basic, and it is. Indeed, writers have been following this recipe since it was 
first described by Aristotle’s Triangle in 350 BC. 

The Beginning establishes several key elements of the story. The setting of the story gives us 
the location and time period. The characters are usually introduced as is the central conflict of the 
story. (Check back to our message in Start Strong: 9 Tips for Killer Beginnings.)

Constructing the Story: 

THE CHICKEN AND 
THE PIG
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The Middle further develops the conflict and the characters and is where 
all the action happens.

The End resolves the conflict and moves the characters to the final 
resolution of the story.

Keep in mind, however, as French film director and theorist Jean-Luc 
Godard said, “A story should have a beginning, middle, and end but not 
necessarily in that order.” We have all experienced great stories where 
the first line told you exactly what the end of the story would be. As you 
construct your story, make sure you have a beginning, middle, and end, but 
move the pieces around to find the order that yields the best story.

Brand and business storytelling should follow this same formula. The video 
in our recent eBook, Beyond Data, Beyond Information: Powerful 
Storytelling for Insights Professionals, told the story of brand 
repositioning. In the Beginning, we described the problem: the brand is 
suffering from low awareness and declining sales. Through the middle, 
we found good news: “all natural” is a purchase driver, and no brand is 
seen to “own” that attribute. Our brand can own it! At the happy ending, 
positioning our client’s brand as all natural will tap into emotions that will 
ultimately motivate greater purchase.

As you construct your story, start by clearly defining what information 
you need to share in the beginning, the middle, and at the end. Then, 
create the necessary movement for your story using dramatic tension and 
resolution as the vehicles for that movement. Use the beginning, middle, 
and end to produce the movement of the narrative – in whatever order  
you choose.

To learn more, contact RTi Research at 203-324-2420.

203-324-2420 | info@RTiResearch.com
rtiresearch.com
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All good stories have a protagonist or hero, and one or more antagonists 
or villains who oppose the protagonist. While much has been written about 
developing the protagonist and antagonist in fiction, it is a far less developed 
subject for business storytelling. Nonetheless, the central conflict between 
these two forces forms the tension inherent in a good story. In business 
stories, we must find the hero – and the villain.

In many cases, our company, brand, or product will be the protagonist and 
the hero of the story. But finding the antagonist can be more challenging. 

If you are conducting a segmentation project, the goal is to find high-
potential segments. Who is the bad guy? The low potential 

segments aren’t bad, just unattractive. The competition is 
still a consideration, but not necessarily as a villain.  

Can you have a good story if there is no antagonist – 
and as a result no conflict or tension? No.

The key here is that the antagonist is a persona that 
challenges the protagonist’s achievement of goals. 

Given that definition, we propose there are five common 
antagonists in business writing:

1.  Competition. Companies, brands, and products that 
take sales, employees, or other resources away from our 
company, brands, and products.

2.  Intermediaries. Other marketplace actors that impact sales for our 
company, brands, and products. These might be distributors, vendors, 
other channel partners, the media, industry analysts, governments,  
or owners.

3.  Employees. Employees and the challenge of managing and motivating 
them could impact the company’s brands and products, or its ability to 
meet its goals.

4.  Cost. The amount of investment required, or the cost of change, can also 
be the antagonist or villain in your story. 

5.  Inertia or The Status Quo. At times, the villain in the story is the 
attraction of not changing anything. Change is hard and deciding to 
change, and then managing that change, becomes the struggle that keeps 
companies, brands, and products from achieving their potential.

Creative Tension:  

HEROES AND VILLAINS 
IN BUSINESS STORIES
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Let’s see how those archetypes apply in some research methodologies:

•  Segmentation. In this case, finding high-potential segments seems like a no-brainer, but if it 
means change, there will be those who resist the new approach. Employees or the status quo 
could be the antagonist in your segmentation story. Additionally, the cost of change to appeal 
to specific segments might also be an antagonist.

  •  Brand and Ad Tracking. In this type of research, the antagonist 
is probably some form of competition, but could also be some other 
market or environmental force that keeps your awareness levels from 
increasing. 

•  Attitude, Awareness, and Usage. In some stories resulting from 
AAU research, the competition will be the antagonist. You want to 
understand consumers’ awareness, attitudes, and usage of your brands/
products – so by necessity, you are looking at your competitors and 
complementary products as well.

•  Product Optimization. Like AAU research, you want to optimize 
your product against consumer preferences so that they purchase your 
products rather than the competitive products or a substitute. The 
antagonist in these projects is the competitor but could also be the  
cost of product development.

But there might be just one more antagonist we should consider. Ourselves. Sometimes, as Walt 
Kelly’s comic character Pogo said, “We have met the enemy, and he is us.” In addition to fighting 
against the status quo we also fight against our historical selves. For example, when we conduct 
tracking research, the “bad guys” are our results from last period. We want to beat our own 
results, making our historical self the antagonist.

While “good” and “evil” in research may not be as clearly defined as they are in literature, 
business stories do need to have the same tension or conflict between a protagonist and 
opposing forces. Without this tension, the story is flat and not engaging. It is rooting for the 
protagonist to win that involves the audience emotionally, and that is the heart of a good story.

To learn more, contact RTi Research at 203-324-2420.

203-324-2420 | info@RTiResearch.com
rtiresearch.com
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