


1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

PRAISE FOR  
POWERED BY STORYTELLING  

AND MURRAY NOSSEL

“If you think your enterprise doesn’t need great storytell-

ers, this book will convince you that you’re wrong. With 

creativity and verve, Murray Nossel shows how to apply  

the power of narrative to marketing, manufacturing, 

management, and just about every corner of your busi-

ness. If you want to become a better storyteller—and 

a better listener—Powered by Storytelling is the book  

for you.”

—Daniel H. Pink, New York Times bestselling 

author of Drive and To Sell Is Human 

“Knowing how to craft and tell a purposeful story is a sem-

inal skill set for every business communicator. Powered  

by Storytelling offers a must-have methodology for any-

one who wants to learn how to tell winning stories for 

business success.” 

—Peter Guber, chairman and CEO of 

Mandalay Entertainment Group and New York 

Times bestselling author of Tell to Win
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“As our lives become more digitized, the power of story- 

telling will rise, elevating our humanity. No one captures  

how to harness this tool as well as Murray Nossel. This is 

a fabulous handbook on how to connect through story- 

telling and how to listen with intent.”

—Faith Popcorn, founder and CEO of Faith 

Popcorn’s Brain Reserve

“We are all overwhelmed by messages and content on 

various platforms, but what has not changed since our 

cavepeople predecessors is the importance and power of 

a great and compelling story. Stories are the key differ-

entiator, and Murray Nossel’s listening and storytelling 

methods provide a straightforward yet ingenious way to 

create that differentiation. Murray’s method is the en-

gine to foster the creativity and innovative thinking to 

tell a unique story. Powered by Storytelling is an indis-

pensable asset.”

—Jonathan D. Klein, cofounder and 

chairman of Getty Images

“If you want to learn how to tell a great story, read this 

book. Murray Nossel, himself a psychologist and master  

storyteller whose own tales recall the best of David Sedaris,  

offers a unique method that is sure to work.

“Powered by Storytelling is much more than a how-to 

book about business communication. It’s an important  
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road map for anyone who wants to convey a point in 

a meeting, make a compelling argument to colleagues, 

and listen in a way that brings out the best stories in 

business and in life.”

—Susan Adams, senior editor at Forbes

“Murray Nossel presents a thoughtful guide, teaching us 

how to discover and tell the personal stories hiding within 

each of us—and he artfully illustrates how this brilliant  

tool can have a profound impact on group dynamics in 

any setting. If you’re looking to spark new talent within 

your organization, this book generously reveals how 

you can be Powered by Storytelling.” 

—Rob Sorcher, global chief content officer of 

Cartoon Network

“Murray Nossel has forever changed my understanding 

of communication and deeply influenced my ability to 

communicate. His insights for the teller and the listener 

are simple yet profound.”

—Katia Beauchamp, CEO of Birchbox

“Murray Nossel’s storytelling method acts like a laser 

beam in the hands of teachers and coaches. It pierces 

through the fog of the typical narrative to reveal the story- 

teller’s sense of herself in the world. Bring this method to 
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your work, and your students and clients will feel more  

in touch with themselves!” 

—Mike G. Katz, founding director of the 

Interpersonal Development Program at  

the University of California, Berkeley, Haas 

School of Business.

“We live in an age of white noise, a constant barrage of 

messaging, most of which is completely ignored. The only  

thing that cuts through is effective storytelling. Murray  

Nossel’s Narativ method is a powerful, science-based, 

empathetic, and engaging process that enables anyone 

to excavate, craft, and present a story to form a deep 

connection with the listener.”

—Mark Randall, assistant professor of 

strategic design and management at Parsons 

School of Design

“Psychologist, actor, and corporate consultant Murray 

Nossel brings Narativ’s innovative practice of storytelling 

to the business community. Through a life lived onstage, 

in the academy, and in the boardroom, Nossel has dis-

covered the enduring power of storytelling: one person 

describes an event in such sensory detail—what do I see, 

hear, taste, smell, touch?—that the listeners enter and ex-

perience the world of the teller. In his “What happened?” 

model, Nossel coaches his client groups toward empathy  
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for one another, trust for members of their team, and a 

shocking clarity for each storyteller. Powered by Story-

telling is a beacon for those in search of a workplace of 

collaboration, effective teamwork, authenticity, and joy.

—Rita Charon, MD, PhD, chair of the 

Department of Medical Humanities and Ethics  

at Columbia University 

“In an era of increasingly loud echo chambers where gen-

uine debate and dialogue are rarified, Powered by Story-

telling not only gives the reader a compelling method to 

create cohesion and express sentiment but also to gen-

erate listening behaviors that break through silos and 

truly transform business communication.”

—Jim Knight, The Rt Hon Lord Knight of 

Weymouth, Chief Education Adviser at TES 

Global, and former Minister for Schools (U.K.)

“Murray Nossel teaches companies that better perfor-

mance lies not only in better processes but in more em-

pathetic processes, not only in more efficient meetings 

but in more aware meetings. Bringing our stories into 

work is what we do anyway—this book teaches us how 

to leverage their power.”

—Cristian Lupşa, founding editor of  

Decât o Revistă and founder of The Power  

of Storytelling Conference
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“We all have a story, but we don’t all know how to tell it. 

This book will teach you. Inside Murray Nossel’s some-

times hilarious, sometimes heartbreaking tales are the 

tools you need to craft your own narrative. I’m buying a 

copy for everyone I know. You should, too!”

—Jann Turner, director on ABC’s Scandal and 

NBC’s Chicago Fire
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Why are you choosing to tell a story out of the many  

different ways human beings communicate? And 

why now? Why is this the moment to tell your story? 

There is no right answer to these questions. They are  

meant to initiate an inquiry into your communication 

process. You might be telling a story to portray the best 

way to make a sales call, or to humanize a manager to a 

team that has faced crisis, or to depict pivotal moments 

that led to the formation of your enterprise so that new 

hires know who you are and why you exist as a company. 

Communication may have collapsed in a department, 

employees may be saying that they are unclear about the 

reasons for a merger or acquisition, or you may need to 

dramatize how policy changes in government will affect 

your client base. In answering these questions, you’ll dis-

cover two consistent components: a rationale for story-

telling and a call to action.

The Narativ approach to storytelling offers a step-

by-step framework in which to excavate, craft, and pres-

ent a story, beginning with this pair of questions. The 
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more precisely and deeply you are able to answer them, 

the greater the focus of your storytelling effort will be. 

I begin every corporate training with my origin story, 

my AIDS Day Program story, because it is a direct response  

to the questions Why story? Why now? 

The story begins in 1990. I walked into a social ser-

vices building on Willoughby Street in Brooklyn, down 

the stairs to the basement, looking for the “AIDS Day 

Program.” On one of the doors was a white laboratory 

specimen box that said in red letters: “Danger. Hazard-

ous Human Waste Material.” I met with my supervisor, 

Dr. Mike Katch, who had a bushy gray moustache and 

one blue and one green eye. He told me that I was to give  

the clients what they needed, psychologically and emo-

tionally. I shared an office with other social work interns.  

There were blue vinyl floors, and fluorescent lights buzzed  

overhead. There were no windows. Paintings made by 

the patients adorned the walls. 

Ronald, my first client, sat across my desk.

“How are you?” I asked. 

“I’m dying,” he said. 

“What do you need?” I asked. 

He told me he wanted to marry his girlfriend, 

Yvonne. 

I told Dr. Katch that Ronald was delusional as a re-

sult of suffering from lethal cryptococcal meningitis. As a 

clinical psychologist, I was trained to work with patients  
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who would gain insight and grow from reflecting on their  

experiences. “He’s got no insight,” I said.

“It’s not about insight,” Katch replied. “It’s about  

being alive in this moment. If Ronald and Yvonne want 

to get married, that’s their choice. In social work we start 

with the client, not with fancy psychobabble. There’s  

no time to reflect. Their story is happening now, in this 

moment.”

Some weeks later I looked down into Ronald’s open 

casket. He was dressed in a gray suit, a white shirt, and a 

red tie with a yellow rose in his lapel. Yvonne came up to 

me. “I just got married, and I’m already a widow. At least 

he died knowing he was loved.” Ronald’s name was en-

graved on a brass plate that read: “In Memoriam.” The 

plate was the size of a packet of chewing gum, and it was 

hammered onto a wooden board with at least 50 other 

names at the entrance to the AIDS Day Program building. 

I sobbed in Katch’s office. He gave me a tissue. “At 

least Ronald had Yvonne. Most of these patients are dying, 

leaving nothing behind. Nothing. Everything they own  

ends up in black garbage bags. And no one ever comes to 

claim their belongings.” Their stories were all they had, 

and they were dying without having told them. I told 

Katch that I wanted to start a storytelling circle so that 

the clients could leave their stories behind to be retold 

and passed on by others. And those who live can carry 

others’ stories into the future. 
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I went into the dayroom where all the patients con-

gregated and said, “I’m starting a storytelling group.” 

“What the f--cking hell, Murray, what are they 

teaching you in that social work school? What are you 

talking about? I don’t have a story. I’m a crack addict,” 

Sharon responded. “Do you understand? This is how I 

got infected.” She had no teeth. She wore gold rings on 

every single one of her fingers. She said, “I’ve spent my 

whole life in the alleys of Brooklyn scoring crack.”

I said, “Yes, that’s your story. That’s what I want to 

hear. Just tell me what happened to you. That’s what I 

want to know. What happened to you?” 

By Christmas 1994, my storytelling group was filled 

with people. One of the clients, Harriet, said to me, “My 

daughter, who is three, will never really know who I was 

because I’m going to die before she can hear my story. 

Would you mind if we made a videotape of my story? So 

that I can leave her that videotape as a legacy of who I am  

after I die?” We did. After that, all the clients in my pro-

gram wanted legacy tapes. 

Newspapers published articles every single week on 

the number of people infected with and dying of AIDS. 

By 1995, the New York Times reported 159,000 people 

had died.

At that time, the Department of AIDS Services of 

New York announced cutbacks, and this affected people 

in my program. Everyone gathered in wheelchairs or bent  
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over canes, they got on a bus, and they went up to the 

state capitol in Albany. They left videotapes of their leg-

acy stories on the desks of the legislators, accompanied 

by a handwritten note:

Listen to these stories. Listen to my story. Lis-

ten to what happened to me, and then tell me 

that I don’t deserve services. As the numbers 

you read every day in the papers continue es-

calating, they become increasingly meaningless. 

Those in power who are supposed to be affected 

by these numbers are in fact not responding. The 

mayor of New York is denying what’s going on. 

The president is denying it. Organizations aren’t  

responding fast enough. Pharmaceutical com-

panies aren’t doing research fast enough or pre-

senting medications fast enough. But we are not 

numbers. This is our lives!

The legislators listened to their pleas for civil rights 

and funding for AIDS research. Laws were enacted that 

prohibited discrimination against people with HIV/AIDS 

in all workplace settings, state and municipal services, 

public accommodations, commercial facilities, transpor-

tation, and telecommunications. This happened because 

people told their stories.

My experience during this unprecedented epidemic 

inspired me to distill all I knew about listening and  
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storytelling into the Narativ method. I understood that  

at a particular moment in time, there is always a reason to 

use a story rather than graphs, statistical charts, Power- 

Points, and all the other forms of communication. Sto-

ries are powerful. They change lives. I tell the AIDS Day 

Program story because it exemplifies the emotional im-

pact of story, the social and cultural role of story, and its 

practical efficacy in creating change. It is also my origin 

story; it shows how storytelling became the focus of my 

30-plus-year career. 

Drawing on that experience, I developed the prompt 

Why story? Why now? to use at the start of every story- 

telling engagement. It pulls us out of vagueness into spec-

ificity; it helps us identify and pursue our storytelling  

objective. Let’s look at an example.

Craig Kostelic, the chief business officer of Condé 

Nast’s Food Innovation Group (FIG), views every mem-

ber of his team as a storyteller. He told us, “It’s the com-

mon trait that links every job. Whether you’re in editing, 

telling stories to consumers, or you’re in sales, telling a 

story to a client or marketing team or closing deals or get-

ting authorizations, or you’re in creative services, telling 

stories to bring numbers to life, we are all storytellers.”  

For Craig, storytelling is “the most important and trans-

ferable skill set that we all have as part of our profes-

sional development.” 
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As we spoke with Craig, he shared an unequivocal un-

derstanding that storytelling joins the head to the heart—

it brings to life with emotional power the data, facts, 

and figures embedded in concepts such as cost-benefit  

analysis and return on investment (ROI). These stories 

engage and connect. Connection builds audiences and 

gets them on board. Why story? was abundantly evident 

for Craig. 

But Why now? Why engage Narativ to help FIG tell 

better stories right now?

In an explosive period of growth in Condé Nast’s re-

cent history, the Food Innovation Group was blazing a 

path ahead in digital storytelling, and FIG had become 

somewhat renowned inside the company. Craig sought 

out Narativ for a keynote speech to help take FIG’s story- 

telling to the next level. He also saw story as a way to com- 

municate the power of belonging and teamwork within 

FIG. He felt that belonging and teamwork had been es-

sential to their success, so it was a message he wanted to 

reinforce and celebrate.

Every company that approaches Narativ has a dif-

ferent response to Why story? Why now? Storytelling 

and stories are two sides of the most important compe-

tency in business communication. Storytelling puts all of 

us in the position to know our work more deeply and in-

timately through a story. Meanwhile, stories themselves 
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work all kinds of magic on communication, from de-

livering emotional relevance to bringing data to life to 

transferring knowledge in an engaging and memorable 

way. In the following chapters, you’ll read about how 

companies have successfully applied the Narativ method 

to achieve their business communication goals. Here are 

some examples that will be explained in detail:

• A social media company’s marketing teams were 

promoting its business globally, but within the 

company the marketing teams were not always 

seen as being as essential as the engineers. As a 

result, they wanted to communicate their stake in 

the business and show their value in an impactful 

way. That was their answer to Why story? Why 

now? Then came a second answer: “We need to 

be better listeners.” We designed training that was 

entirely about identifying and releasing obstacles 

to listening so that everyone in the entire 

department could be better listeners within their 

various teams and to their business partners, 

which paved the way for powerful stories to 

emerge. You’ll read more about what happened 

in Chapter 2.

• A tech company was pivoting, which required 

reorganization and rethinking, and this made 

waves in its management culture. We were asked 
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to create a listening and storytelling environment 

in which to identify and release obstacles that 

were preventing clear and clean communication, 

and then develop a new, forward-thinking story 

to help them move ahead. Chapter 3 goes into 

depth about the application of our method for 

navigating crisis.

• A media and entertainment giant was bringing 

together 140 employees from 47 emerging 

market countries for a corporate retreat. The 

manager wanted an event that would “break 

down boundaries among people.” The manager 

told us that the event had to be “really good 

because some participants were from countries 

whose governments hated one another.” Their 

Why story? Why now? revealed an intense need 

for collaboration and connection in order to 

tackle the enormity of their assignment. Read 

about it in Chapter 4.

• A national medical insurance company was 

trying to change the perception that the company 

was a large behemoth out of touch with the 

customers’ real needs. For this company’s leaders, 

the questions Why story? Why now? revealed 

that it was in fact a customer-centric company 

that wasn’t putting a spotlight on how its 

1260011909_nossel_01_r3.indd   25 2/28/18   10:16 AM



P O W E R E D  B Y  S T O R Y T E L L I N G

26

customer service department responded to real 

client needs. Over the years, the company had 

invested significantly in training to go beyond 

the call of duty and exceed expectations. The 

question made us turn to the managers and 

employees in the call centers that addressed 

clients directly. This led to excavating stories of 

actual customer experiences that brought to life 

how the company was making a difference in the 

lives of its customers, challenging the narrative 

that had been in the media until then. You’ll read 

their story in Chapter 5.

• A multinational pharmaceutical firm’s sales and 

research teams frequently made dry, fact-filled 

presentations that were so data heavy that it was 

hard to read what was on each slide of the decks. 

Some decks were 80 slides long! Their Why 

story? Why now? was at first related to standard 

presentation concerns: they wanted to tell stories 

that engaged, and they adapted presentation 

decks to those personal stories. And then, as 

often happens in the process of answering these 

questions, a second reason arose, even more 

powerful than the first. The research and sales 

teams had different agendas and purposes, yet 
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they had to find a common language so that 

the whole enterprise could move forward. 

“What stories can we tell that would help us be 

better collaborators and therefore create better 

presentations?” they asked. Find this also in 

Chapter 5.

• The chief business officer of an iconic publishing 

brand sought to craft a story to rouse his team 

and form stronger bonds. I worked closely with 

him to create his story, and in Chapter 6 you’ll 

observe the real-world process of excavating, 

crafting, and preparing for presentation in 

minute detail.

• A luxury brand’s legal team was often seen 

as creating headaches for the multitude of 

businesses the company held, and the team 

members needed to position the team as a 

business partner to the rest of the company. The 

team’s answer to Why story? Why now? was to 

change that perception by telling powerful stories 

that would touch people’s hearts and get past 

preconceptions. You’ll read their story and its 

surprising twist in Chapter 7.
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There are common themes and purposes that emerge 

from asking the questions Why story? Why now? Here 

are some of them. Feel free to add your own:

• Demonstrate leadership 

• Explain a raison d’être and purpose

• Increase collaboration or teamwork

• Generate empathy

• Inspire change

• Resolve conflict

• Humanize or dimensionalize an issue or audience

• Share learning or training

• Celebrate and build culture

Now, take a moment to reflect on a project or ini-

tiative at work, some relational issues within a team, or 

a newly identified target audience. Why would you use 

story to support that work? And what about this mo-

ment in time requires the story to be told? Explore the 

center and edges of those questions. You will gain greater 

insight the deeper you probe.

As we move forward from this starting point, excava-

tion evolves into a process of exploration and discovery. 
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Roll up your sleeves because stories require some dig-

ging. They are not ready-made, a product you pull off the 

shelf. In fact, viewing them that way diminishes their re-

turn. A good example is formulaic training material or a 

clichéd inspirational phrase. They lack the direction and  

urgency of Why story? Why now? and the vitality of a 

good story. Work needs to be done to get to the heart of 

the matter. There’ve been no surprises yet. We haven’t  

pushed through any boundaries. And this is precisely 

why we must suspend judgment for a period of time: so 

that we don’t cut short the creative process of excavation 

and miss out on stories that lie just below the surface. 

The obstacles that stand in the way, which we explore in 

the next two chapters, turn out to be part of the creative 

process itself.
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A B O U T  T H E  AU T H O R

Murray Nossel, PhD, is the founder and director of Narativ.  

He sees every situation and every interaction as an op-

portunity for listening and storytelling, and he has taught 

storytelling for 25 years in more than 50 countries to 

more than 10,000 people. He believes that something 

personal and expressive lies deep within each of us—and 

that we all have a story to tell. 

Nossel is on the teaching faculty of the Program of  

Narrative Medicine at Columbia University College  

of Physicians and Surgeons. He has taught storytelling at 

London Business School, City University of New York, 

The New School, Baruch College, Benjamin N. Cardozo 

School of Law, and the University of Maryland.

Narativ, the company Nossel cofounded, has worked 

with corporations as diverse as the Walt Disney Com-

pany, Time Warner, New York Habitat, UNICEF, Radis-

son Hotels, the Open Society Foundations, Birchbox, 

and Twitter.

1260011909_nossel_08_r2.indd   223 2/28/18   12:17 PM



Nossel has applied his listening and storytelling meth-

odology in the theater and documentary filmmaking.  

Two Men Talking, a performance of his listening and sto-

rytelling method developed with Dr. Paul Browde, has 

been performed in the West End of London and Off- 

Broadway in New York. His film Why Can’t We Be a Fam-

ily Again? was nominated for a 2003 Academy Award.  

Nossel is currently producing and directing Sala: The 

Letter Carrier, a documentary film about a Holocaust 

survivor who resolutely chose not to tell her story until 

advanced age prompted her to speak.

Nossel is the founder and director of the World Mother  

Storytelling Project, a listening and storytelling move-

ment that seeks to capture the stories of mothers around 

the world. 

He lives with his partner, David Hoos, a physician, in 

New York City.
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A B O U T  N A R AT I V

Narativ, a communication consultancy with offices in 

New York and London, specializes in storytelling in a 

business context. Its consultants work with clients around  

the world, some of which include Prudential, Cigna, Time  

Warner, Disney, Twitter, Medium, Chanel, and Boehringer  

Ingelheim. 

Narativ delivers its listening and storytelling method 

on-site in group workshops to audiences as large as 500 

and as intimate as 12. These workshops improve con-

nection and communication in teams while offering the 

many additional benefits explored in this book: deep 

listening, editorial thinking, audience awareness, and  

presentation skills. 

Narativ offers online workshops for individuals who 

understand that a personal story plays an important role 

in defining one’s history as well as one’s career goals. In 

Origin Story workshops, participants have developed 

stories for use in podcasting, filmmaking, raising capi-

tal, business development, authorship, leadership, job  
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applications, speaking engagements and presentations, 

and self-discovery.

Narativ utilizes the practices that lie at the heart of 

listening and telling—interviewing; story excavating, 

crafting, and presenting; recording; and impact analysis— 

to build training and knowledge-sharing programs for 

corporations. Clients have used this solution for on-

boarding and sales preparedness training. They report 

that storytelling makes training content more memorable,  

relevant, and enjoyable.

Narativ resolutely believes that listening and story-

telling are the optimal means to make a connection be-

tween two people and within teams, organizations, and 

society as a whole. Its vision has always been a world 

connected by listening and storytelling—a vision the 

world needs now more than ever.
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