
Much like “innovation,” “curation” and “design-thinking,” “storytelling” has become a loaded and overused descriptor over the last 
decade. This is especially true in the new media world. HBO is leading a grand storytelling experiment. Twitter is reshaping the future 
of storytelling. Facebook is a platform for storytellers. Netflix is pioneering storytelling as a service. Snapchat is the greatest new 
platform for storytellers. 

“"Storytelling" is one of the dumbest new media words of the decade - it sounds fancy and means nothing yet gets thrown around constantly.” Bill 
Simmons 

Seemingly all of a sudden, masterful storytelling is a strategic business tool, the secret formula for an engaging resume and a path to 
happiness in love and life. There are many legitimate reactions to the breathless reporting of storytelling’s importance and influence 
over life, work and culture. You can react with skepticism, ignoring any suggestions that strengthening your storytelling ability will be 
worth your while. You can react with sadness, ceding the future of work to others who aren’t burdened with your inferior storytelling 
skills. You can react with fear, replacing all of your existing personal and professional betterment activities with a frenzied desire to 
improve as a storyteller (or else!). 

As a professional in pursuit of creative mastery, we suggest that you choose a more measured reaction to our media obsession with 
“storytelling.” Effective storytelling is not a silver-bullet capability (like critical thinking or creative thinking), but it can be very useful 
when surrounded by complementary skills. You should absolutely work towards improving your abilities as a storyteller, but before 
you begin practicing and emulating popular storytelling tactics, formats and structures, you’ll need to first embrace the storyteller’s 
mindset. 

“Don't let anyone tell you what a story is, what it needs to include, what form it must take. As an experiment, go out of your way to write a non-
story. It will still be a story, but it will have a chance of being a different story.” Charlie Kaufman 

Storytelling is all about connecting with people on an emotional level and the most powerful stories - regardless of the 
communication medium - build the most powerful emotional connections. To this end, your abilities as a storyteller would benefit 
greatly from a strengthened emotional awareness - developing an acute awareness of how your actions emotionally affect each 
individual with whom you engage. 

In self-help guides and think-pieces, this capability is sometimes referred to as emotional intelligence, social intelligence or self-
awareness. Emotional intelligence refers to “a generic competence in perceiving emotions (both in oneself and in others).1” According 
to Multi-Health Systems (MHS) - a leading publisher of scientifically validated emotional intelligence assessments - emotional self-
awareness involves recognizing and understanding one’s own emotions, including “the ability to differentiate between subtleties in 
one’s own emotions while understanding the cause of these emotions and the impact they have on one’s own thoughts and actions 
and those of others.2” And according to the Values In Action Institute, social intelligence is “being aware of the motives and feelings 
of other people and oneself; knowing what to do to fit into different social situations; knowing what makes other people tick.3” 

Each of these concepts is concerned with qualifying the importance of internal and external emotional awareness and both are 
essential for effective storytellers. If you’re expecting to build an emotional connection with your audience, you need to know what 
makes your audience tick. You need to know what makes YOU tick; how and why certain emotions are triggered by specific actions. 
What’s exciting about recognizing the critical importance of emotional awareness in effective storytelling is that most of us are 
already equipped with the tools that we need to develop and strengthen emotional awareness. You don’t need to go out and purchase 
screenwriting software or expensive recording equipment - all you need are your eyes, ears, mind (and maybe a pad + pen) to begin 
strengthening your abilities as a storyteller.  
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1. “What we know about emotional intelligence : how it affects learning, work, relationships, and our mental health” (The MIT Press) 
2. Multi-Health Systems  
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