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How to use storytelling to influence 
people - by Jan Hills 

 

"A man found a cocoon for a butterfly. One day a small opening appeared, he 

sat and watched the butterfly for several hours as it struggled to force its body 

through the little hole. Then it seemed to stop making any progress. It 

appeared stuck. 

The man decided to help the butterfly and with a pair of scissors he cut open 

the cocoon. The butterfly then emerged easily. But something was strange. The 

butterfly had a swollen body and shrivelled wings. The man watched the 

butterfly expecting it to take on its correct proportions. But nothing changed. 

The butterfly stayed the same. It was never able to fly. In his kindness and haste 

the man did not realise that the butterfly's struggle to get through the small 

opening of the cocoon is nature's way of forcing fluid from the body of the 

butterfly into its wings so that it would be ready for flight. 

When we coach and teach others it is helpful to recognise when people need to 

do things for themselves. Sometimes the struggle makes all the difference." 



www.sound-well.co.uk 
 

This is one of our favourite stories we use when leading workshops. We use 

stories to pass on ideas and messages in a way which talks to the unconscious 

and well as the conscious mind. We know we have got it right when the story is 

repeated back to us by the next group of participants. Stories have many 

characteristics in common. They are also universal. Every culture uses stories 

to pass on knowledge and wisdom. It is not surprising therefore that 

neuroscience is beginning to find that our brain reacts to a story in a particular 

way, a way that is not seen when it just receives information from something 

like a PowerPoint presentation. 

If we listen to a PowerPoint presentation with words and bullet points the 

language processing areas of the brain, Broca's area and Wernicke's area, are 

activated in order to decode the meaning. When we hear a story these areas 

are activated as well as all the areas that relate to the events in the story. For 

example if the story includes a description of the smell of a delicious pasta dish 

the sensory cortex is activated. If the story describes something unpleasant the 

disgust area is activated. 

When we tell stories to others, specifically stories that shape thinking and pass 

on wisdom, the brains of the people hearing the story synchronise with the 

story tellers. Uri Hasson from Princeton found that similar brain regions like 

the insula and the frontal cortex were activated in listener and the story teller. 

The research suggests that storytelling creates a much deeper connection 

between people. The analysis also identified a subset of brain regions in which 

the responses in the listener’s brain preceded the responses in the speaker’s 

brain. These anticipatory responses suggest that the listeners are actively 

predicting the speaker’s upcoming words. This may compensate for problems 

with noisy or ambiguous input. Indeed, the more extensive the coupling 

between a speaker’s brain responses and a listener’s anticipatory brain 

responses, the research found, the better was the comprehension of the story. 

Mary Helen Immordino-Yang, a neuroscientist and human development 

psychologist, found that when we hear inspirational stories, more blood flows 

to our brain stem - the part of our brain that makes our heart beat, regulates 

our breathing and keeps us alive. This makes you literally feel inspiration on 

the very substrate of your own biological survival. 

It is possible that the reason stories are so powerful is that we think in 

narrative all the time. The area, known as the default system (named because 
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we default to thinking about ourselves or others within a few seconds of brain 

'inactivity') is activated when we think about ourselves and others. The 

default’s way of expressing thoughts is usually a narrative, at story, we are 

telling ourselves. So there is a consistency in how we ‘talk’ to ourselves and 

how we tell stories. A story, if broken down into the simplest form, is a 

connection of cause and effect. And that is how we think. We think in 

narratives whether it is about buying groceries, what is happening at work or 

thinking about our friends. We make up stories in our heads for every action 

and conversation. Jeremy Hsu found  personal stories and gossip make up 65% 

of our conversations. 

When we hear a story, we want to relate it to one of our existing experiences. 

That is why metaphors are used. While we are busy searching for a similar 

experience in our brains, we activate a part called the insula, which helps us 

relate to that same experience of pain, joy, or disgust. 

The graphic describes this: 

 

Matt Lieberman has been studying what happens in the brain when people 

hear an idea that they will pass on to others and relay the idea in such a way so 

that the second person will also pass the idea on. Lieberman and his colleagues 

designed an experiment to explore what is going on in the brain when we first 

http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=the-secrets-of-storytelling
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encounter an idea that is destined to spread successfully. You can download a 

video of Lieberman describing this work at the NeuroLeadership Summit . 

What they wanted to see is what happens in the brain of the person who 

heard an idea that they will not only share with someone but that person will 

also share it. In HR terms, what happens in your brain when your strategic 

idea or solution to a problem convinces others to tell their teams or 

network? The expectation was that they would find areas of the brain 

activated that are associated with memory and deep encoding. That is areas 

that are used to hold onto critical information. In fact, those parts of the brain 

did not stand out in the study. They found strong activity in the brain’s default 

system, mentioned above - a network of brain regions central to thinking 

about other people’s goals, feelings, and interests. 

Before this research it was assumed that when people are exposed to new 

information, a new story, they are assessing whether the information is 

sufficiently useful to them to pay close attention and try to remember. The 

experiments found we utilise our social concerns when we take in new 

information. People are testing whether the information is of value to others 

who are important to them, and not just whether it is of direct personal value. 

Lieberman calls this being an information DJ – people don’t just think about 

whether the information is useful to them but who else it will be useful to. 

They have others’ interests in mind when initially hearing the information and 

the more they feel it is important, the more they are able to pass the 

information on in a way that also resonates with others. Lieberman says this 

probably activates the rewards systems in the brain, increasing the person’s 

sense of reputation in the group. The better leaders are at understanding 

what will appeal to others, the more likely they are to pass on the right 

information which will appeal and spread. 

In other research that supports Lieberman’s findings, Raymond Mar, a 

psychologist at York University in Canada, analysed 86 fMRI studies and 

showed there is substantial overlap in the brain networks used to understand 

stories and the networks used to understand others especially when we are 

trying to understand the thoughts and feelings of others. 

Since the regions activated are associated with the ability to simulate the 

minds of others, it appears that to be an effective influencer you need to 

http://www.ustream.tv/recorded/27637309
http://www.ustream.tv/recorded/27637309
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spontaneously think about how to communicate information to others in a 

useful and interesting way when you first hear the information yourself. This 

is called the encoding stage. 

The findings also add to an emerging literature on the link between the default 

system and social communication more generally. For instance, Greg Stephens 

and colleagues recorded the brain activity from speakers and listeners during 

natural verbal communication and found that when the listener’s brain activity 

in the default network mirrored the speaker’s brain activity, there was greater 

communication and understanding between both of them. The regions 

activated were the same key regions found in the Lieberman research 

including the medial prefrontal cortex and the precuneus/posterior cingulate 

cortex. 

As Lieberman and co say, the findings have a number of important implications 

for the spread of ideas, norms, values, and culture. It suggests that this 

depends more on the influencer’s social-cognitive abilities, use of emotions, 

and motivation, and less on IQ-type intelligence. None of the stages involved 

recruited brain regions associated with higher-level abstract reasoning and 

executive functioning.  

So the next time you want to influence ensure you are putting yourself in the 

shoes of who you want to convince and to be especially successful or are 

struggling with getting people on board with your projects and ideas, tell them 

a story that has an ending which is what you had in mind. Stories are a 

powerful way to plant ideas into other people's minds. 

 

http://hlab.princeton.edu/Papers/Stephens_Silbert_Hasson_PNAS_2010.pdf
http://hlab.princeton.edu/Papers/Stephens_Silbert_Hasson_PNAS_2010.pdf

