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Harnessing the Invisible Power of Everyday

by Jennifer Kirkby & David Firth

Was Marilyn Monroe really the 'sexiest' woman of the
twentieth century ?

Which would you rather lose - your good reputation or
your job?

How do you describe to a friend that day out with the children
or that visit to the new restaurant with your partner?

Did people invest in CRM, TQM and BPR hecause of ROI or
hecause of the story?

The biggest reason after necessity for brand switching is rec-
ommendation; and for project failure it's lack of buy in. 'Word of
mouth' swirls around our lives, shaping our reality as we talk.
We story the world into existence. Those in the know use story
to advantage, for the rest - we are tossed in its flows and eddies.

The Power of Story

People talk about companies, products, services, the management and
their experiences. Of all the elements of the communication mix ‘word of
mouth' is by far the most potent. No amount of advertising, expert selling
or staff communication, can compete with a trusted colleague or friend
- someone on your side- recommending or criticizing a product or service.

Talk is more than talk; everyday conversations are not merely passive
reporting but events which may actually permit or constrain our busi-
ness. Brand reality is created in everyday storytelling: A customer, sit-
ting in a bar with friends, tells a story about their experiences with your
company: they are recreating the experience or 'making it real' for

“was it the myth of MG
that kept Rover alive?”

themselves and their audience. If the audience hears that your service
is good, then they are already expecting it to be good as they
approach your organization, actively looking for the experience of good.
This is of course providing the reality doesn't get in the way of the story
- negative stories 'can literally zeroise your value overnight - no matter
how many bilions you have in the bank' (eg Andersen).

Word of mouth, then, creates business value - reputation, allegiance
and recommendations. Kaveney's recent research showed that 30-
50% of all brand switching is due to recommendation, as against 20%
each for advertising, promotions and personal search.
Recommendations mean lower cost of sale; resources can then be
diverted from "push marketing" to 'pull marketing' which delivers high-
er value and widens the competitive gap.

The art of using Story allows us to hamess this potency of talk, of 'word
of mouth'. Press releases and member-get-member programmes are
no longer enough to manage this vital area of communications.

Why is Story Powerful?

1. Stories sell (and don't) - \Why did Mike Hammer have such huge
success in creating the BPR phenomenon? Because he had a com-
pelling story to tell about workers combining across silos and collabo-
rating to reduce waste and focus on the customer. It was a story about
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purpose and value and collaboration. And then the accountants-
turned-management consultants changed it to a tale of reducing the
numbers - process lost the human story and it failed.

2. Stories teach - From the Bible to the tale of the boy who cried wolf,
we leamn through stories. We 'get' stories naturally and instinctively -
they resonate with us at an intellectual, emotional and spiritual level
(and at a physical level in the case of a well-told ghost story!). And you
can make changes to the same story to create massively different
impact and leaming - how different are the stories of the second world
war told now to English, German and Japanese children. How differ-
ent the sell off of Rover told from a BMW or an MG Rover stance - was
it the myth of MG that kept Rover alive?

3. Stories reveal - Stories are rich in meaning both about the teller as
well as the told of. Stories quickly convey complex ideas and difficult
emotions. How do our customers feel about us beyond satisfied and
not satisfied? How emotionally literate can we become with our cus-
tomers, making contact at both head and heart level? The opinions,

“to improve the value of
the customer, the customer
has to value you”

values and beliefs of the story teller come through (sometimes inadver-
tently and unconsciously) in everyday, informal storying. For the stories
we tell are selective - they leave out as much as they leave in. Stories
give us a way of locating the most valued desires, perceptions, atti-
tudes and needs of our customers.

4. Stories bind - Storytelling is a highly social activity. When we share
and believe stories we become part of the community we want to belong
to (eg The Labour Party, Bikers, ethnic groups in Yugoslavia). Measuring
the speed and depth of story dissemination can help us find value
groups and segments in order to customise services and experiences.

Why is Story Relevant to Marketing?

If stories are so much a part of the fabric of human understanding and
communication, it would seem important as marketing experts that we
learn to engage with their power. We need to wake up to how story is
Creating our current reality - our brand and our culture.

The massive rise of the internet and email, chat rooms, instant mes-
saging and blogging suggests to us that it is networks which drive busi-
ness today. It is human connection - conversation, storytelling and trust
- which is the Holy Grail.

That means that we need to leam how to improve our relationships -
with customers, with staff, with other functions, with partners, with
investors. We need to connect. So many people talk about improv-
ing relationships via processes and measures and getting staff to
behave differently. What they forget is that to improve the value of the
customer, the customer has to value you. How can you tell if and
exactly how you are valued? - listen to the stories being told. How do
you improve your value - encourage ground breaking stories about
you. How do you get your staff to behave differently - influence them
to tell constructive, compelling stories about the future. Story has far
more clout and longevity than ROl - or even 'proof',



@Asing the Potwer of Story

Story can be used in many areas of importance to the marketer, including:

1 Creating the brand; managing expectations

Great customer stories create a brand. With story techniques we can co-create the brand with customers and opinion formers. This is corporate social respon-
sibility. It is not so much a case of matching delivery to brand values but delivery creating the values in the first place. Sharing success stories with key opin-
ion formers is already a recognised tactic - but let's manage it. Think of the conferences where the same company examples come up repeatedly: First Direct,
Harley Davidson, Disney. Every speaker is co-creating the brand with the company they tell stories about, creating expectations in the audience's mind. Why
not influence them to broadcast your compelling story?

2 Customer relationship management

Customers and staff stories can teach us a lot about relationships - how often does the story of the same event differ depending on whether it is told from the
staff or the customer's viewpoint? Gathering staff and customer stories about interactions, using projective techniques to elicit different attitudes, can soon iden-
tify the areas where problems and relationship gaps occur and trace root causes back through the organization. Six sigma process improvement methods are
vastly enhanced with story techniques and together give a richness of information on which to build profitable relationship strategies.

3 Managing the experience

Customers want to tell their story whereas what we want from them is a tick box response or a short phrase (‘highly unsatisfied"!). This is convenient for us but
insults the natural storytelling instinct our customers have to share what sense they have made of their experience. The information we glean from capturing
feedback in story form will be richer than anything gained from tick boxes. An added benefit of allowing the stories to be heard might be that customers will
see us as more sensitive and 'listening’ - an excellent spawning ground for better relationships.

4 Advanced relationship marketing

Within our customer base sit customers ready to form relationships with each other. Providing the wherewithal for customers to tell each other stories will both
help us and them. Rather than simply ask for friends and family referrals our sales executive's time might be better spent encouraging customers to tell sto-
ries of a great experiences so that they are top of mind (and on the tip of the tongue) when next those friends and family are seen. Internet communities are
springing up to allow likeminded customers to share stories of their experience. Tell-Shell has created a community for people to discuss environmental issues,
similarly Handbag.com and 'Your Football Team'.com for women and men (or vice-verse!) alike .

Story brings powerful insights into how our company behaves, collaborates and aligns itself (or not):

5 Cultural brand alignment

People work in groups and these are sustained by their own stories and myths. IT, Marketing, Finance, Engineering - all of us have our identities built into - and
given by - these communal myths. And it's how we keep others in their place: IT are techies, marketing does lunch, the accountants cut our budgets and the
engineers engineer. People will not shift their behaviours beyond these constraining identities until they can work to co-create broader identities and stories of
connection. Don't do an employee survey, collect and share employee stories instead. Create new cross functional team stories, coach staff in those stories,
recruit with those stories, build partnerships with those stories and see the culture align. IT helps us understand opportunity, marketing shows us the direc-
tion, the engineers love the customers, and the accountants - well where would we be without them!

6 Change management

Resistance to change is not an individual phenomenon, it's a group story activity; it cannot be overcome by the communication of benefits. If you are respon-
sible for gaining buy in for CRM from various groups within your organisation, and you are meeting resistance, you might consider CRM as a Story Being Told.
It may not be the story you want, it may be full of inaccuracies, misunderstandings and exaggerations (a great story never stopped for the truth!) but it may be
great fun for the tellers to keep on telling it. This CRM story - it's hype, it's all about technology, it's a passing fad etc - has an inevitable Ending (all stories after
all have a beginning, middle and ending) unless you can tap into this everyday storytelling and introduce new stories to tell. The story approach in change works
by helping people become aware that their everyday conversation may be creating exactly what they say they don't want. With this new found awareness comes
accountability for what is said and left unsaid, choice about what stories to tell, and, in all that, the possibility of a different future.

7 Measuring the unmeasureable
Story is a benchmark tool to measure reality against strategy. What stories did we start with, what are the stories now being told, are they what we planned?
At the start of your change initiative you may be likened to the film Titanic, if a year later you are now The Magnificent Seven you know you are getting somewhere.

The End of this story

Story is so woven into the natural fabric of human talking that until now
we have failed to realize that we can hamness its power. New tech-
niques are emerging to use the power of story to create the organiza-
tions we want and achieve the business objectives we need. What's
the first step you should take to experience this powerful approach?
Write down your greatest organization or customer challenge as a
story (no bullet points; use 'I'; describe both thoughts and feelings),
send it to us and let us tell you how Story can help.

Jennifer Kirkby of White Waves and David Firth of Treefrog combine
their backgrounds in CRM Strategy and Organisational Change to
provide powerful insights and tools for their clients on the Story and
Narrative work described in this article.

Jennifer Kirkby is an independent analyst and guide on ‘state of the art’
customer management practices — blending her experience in marketing
and IT.  She was formerly CRM Research Director for Gartner where
she aavised many Fortune 500 companies. An author and lecturer she
contributes to publications such as Argent, Customer Management,
Gartner, Institute of Direct Marketing, and CRM Forum. Previously
Jennifer worked with the UK's Modernizing Government initiative demon-
strating how CRM techniques applied to FPublic Services. This followed 15
years in finance and manufacturing with roles from brand and product
management to strategic marketing and business development.

David Firth is a consultant, writer and conference speaker specialising
in the psychology of human change, communication and in corporate
cultures. David is expert in both small and (very) large group facilitation
and his consulting practice also incorporates innovative training in col-
laboration. David has been Visiting Lecturer in Corporate
Communications at Strathclyde Business School and Guest speaker
on the MA In Entrepreneurship programme at Durham Business
School. His most recent clients include Unilever, Gartner and Diageo.
David has published eight books including Corporate Voodoo: princi-
ples for business mavericks and magicians; The Corporate Fool: say-
ing the unsayable, doing the undoable and Smart Things to Know
about Change.

For further information, contact:
jennifer.kirkby@white-waves.com or
david@treefrog.ws

..-""'".—-‘-“"'-T-'
WHITE WAVES LTD




