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CREATIVITY IN 
(MARKETING) 
STORYTELLING





WHAT’S YOUR 
FAVORITE RECENT AD?





WHY STORIES?



THE ADVANTAGES OF STORIES

1. Stories create empathy (greater attention, 
identification, potential for learning)

2. Human memory is episodic anyway!
3. Stories allow for “cathartic reliving” of important 

cultural lessons, values, and archetypes (which 
brands often use!)

4. Stories bring clarity to emotions; they make things 
“click”!

1. Simple
2. Unexpected
3. Concrete
4. Credible
5. Emotions
6. Stories



IDEO: HOW WE USE STORIES FOR CREATIVITY

1. Stories have more credibility
2. Storytelling connects with emotions
3. Stories help in investigating uncomfortable topics
4. Storytelling is more compelling in making arguments
5. Storytelling creates heroes and personas
6. Storytelling gives a vocabulary for change
7. Good stories create order from chaos and disconnected 

elements



FROM A MARKETING 
PERSPECTIVE, STORIES “SOLVE” 
PROBLEMS BY WEAVING 
COMPLEXITY INTO A COHERENT 
AND RESONANT NARRATIVE



“In a story, you do not only weave a lot of  information into the 
telling, but you also arouse your listener’s emotions and energy. 
Persuading with a story is hard. Any intelligent person can sit 
down and make lists [for use in a lecture, such as writing ‘reason-
why-to-buy advertising copy’]. It takes rationality but little 
creativity to design an argument using conventional rhetoric. But 
it demands vivid insight and storytelling skill to present an idea 
that packs enough power to be memorable. If  you can harness 
imagination and the principles of  a well-told story, then you get 
people rising to their feet amid thunderous applause instead of  
yawning and ignoring you” (McKee, 2003, p. 52).



“For sale:
Baby shoes, 
never worn.”



“THE ICEBERG THEORY 
OF STORYTELLING”



CONTENT MARKETING

“Content marketing is a marketing 
technique of creating and 
distributing valuable, relevant 
and consistent content to attract 
and acquire a clearly defined 
audience – with the objective of 
driving profitable customer 
action.”
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• Purchase brands focus on creating 
demand to buy the product, while usage 
brands focus on creating demand for 
the use of  the product. 
• Purchase brands emphasize promotion; 

usage brands emphasize advocacy. 
• Purchase brands worry about 

what they say to customers; usage brands 
worry about what customers say to each 
other. 
• Purchase brands try to shape what 

people think about the brand along the 
path to purchase; usage brands influence 
how people experience the brand at every 
touchpoint. 
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BAD ADS OFTEN 
LACK STORY
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A BRAND MUST KNOW ITS 
STORY, AND IT SHOULD BE THE 
FIRST AND FOREMOST 
AUTHOR OF IT!



TELLING STORIES



WHY DO WE NEED 
STORIES?

WHAT DO YOU NEED 
FOR A GOOD STORY?



A GREAT STORY!

Struggle 
and 

Change

Context or 
World

Character

THE ELEMENTS OF A GREAT STORY

CHARACTER
• Good characters allow consumers to “recognize themselves” as 

your brand’s potential customers
CONTEXT OR WORLD
• How your brand establishes its contemporary relevance
• Link between brand DNA and today
• Further allows potential customers to recognize themselves in 

the story
STRUGGLE & CHANGE
• The emotional heart of the story!
• Creates identification





STRUGGLE AND CHANGE
• A character in story must have a desire!
– “Desire is the blood of a story. Desire is not a 

shopping list but a core need that, if satisfied, would 
stop the story in its tracks” (McKee, 2003, p. 55). 

• The struggle comes from the character being 
denied their desires (external forces in context, 
antagonists)

• The character is “revealed” through their actions 
when faced with struggles

• Change (if it serves the story) comes when our 
character either reaches their desire, or realizes 
that desire had led them astray



The storyteller discovers a story by asking certain key questions.
First, what does my protagonist want in order to restore balance in his or her life? Desire is the blood of a story. Desire is not a 
shopping list but a core need that, if satisfied, would stop the story in its tracks. 
Next, what is keeping my protagonist from achieving his or her desire? Forces within? Doubt? Fear? Confusion? Personal conflicts 
with friends, family, lovers? Social conflicts arising in the various institutions in society? Physical conflicts? The forces of Mother 
Nature? Lethal diseases in the air? Not enough time to get things done? The damned automobile that won’t start? Antagonists 
come from people, society, time, space, and every object in it, or any combination of these forces at once. 
Then, how would my protagonist decide to act in order to achieve his or her desire in the face of these antagonistic forces? It’s in 
the answer to that question that storytellers discover the truth of their characters, because the heart of a human being is revealed 
in the choices he or she makes under pressure. 
Finally, the storyteller leans back from the design of events he or she has created and asks, “Do I believe this? Is it neither an 
exaggeration nor a soft-soaping of the struggle? Is this an honest telling, though heaven may fall?” (McKee 2003)





A GREAT STORY!

Struggle 
and 

Change

Context or 
World

Character

THE ELEMENTS OF A GREAT STORY



FREYTAG’S PYRAMID (BASED ON ARISTOTELES)

ACT 1
EXPOSITION

(Inciting 
Moment)

ACT 2
COMPLICATION

(Rising Action)

ACT 4
REVERSAL

(Falling Action)

ACT 5
DÉNOEMENT
(Moment of 

Release)

ACT 3
CLIMAX

(Turning Point)



STORYTELLING IN 
MEMORABLE ADS
(THE STRUGGLE IS REAL)













IMPORTANT:
GOOD STORIES 
RARELY SAY THINGS 
EXPLICITLY—THEY 
IMPLY



CONSISTENCY IN 
BRAND STORYTELLING



Volkswagen’s brand DNA
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QUESTIONS THAT DRIVE AD STORYTELLING

1. WHAT IS THE KEY INSIGHT / CREATIVE BRIEF THAT SETS 
THE STORY?
– Understand the audience needs that has not been communicated

2. WHAT IS FOREGROUNDED VS. BACKGROUNDED?
– How much do you show vs. tell? 
– What is implied vs. made explicit?
– What is the setting that “speaks louder than words”?
– Who are the characters? è know who your customers identify with!

3. HOW TO FEATURE THE BRAND?
– What is just the right amount of exposure that doesn’t break the story?
– How to make sure the brand fits the story thematically?







CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

• A customer experience consists of all the emotions and moments of learning that 
in one way or another result from encounters orchestrated by the service provider.
– (Gupta and Vajic 2000) 

• A customer experience consists from all those moments of contact that a customer 
has with a business. In an excellent customer experience these singular moments of contact 
will create a whole that is consistent, has one voice, and is logical. 
– (Harris et al., 2003). 
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IKEA’S BRAND STORY?

• Most people’s impressions of IKEA in general:
– Cheap
– Only kind of durable
– Somewhat stylish design
– ”Something for everything”

• But what is IKEA’s story?
• How does this brand story relate to its customer experience?





IKEA’S BRAND STORY (MY INTERPRETATION)

”Life is full of ups and downs, and we at 
IKEA know that working your way through 
them takes time, effort, and patience. That is 
why we provide you with everything you 
need for remaking life the way you want it.”





Customer 
arrives in 

store

Customer 
searches for 

products

Customer 
marks down 

product codes

Customer 
fetches 

products from 
warehouse

Customer 
brings 

products to 
cashier

Customer 
brings 

products 
home

Customer 
personally 

assemblages 
products

Customer 
takes out 

packaging to 
trash

Customer 
disposes of 

old furniture

Customer arrives 
in store

Customer service 
person 

introduces 
products

Customer service 
person handles 

order and 
payment

Company delivery 
of products 

(within days or 
weeks)

Company 
assembles 

products for 
customer

Company cleans 
up and disposes 
of old furniture
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DIVERGENCE X RELEVANCE X
EFFECTIVENESS

• Different enough from competition and usual offerings (i.e., market’s 
cultural orthodoxy)

• Relevant to the audience (powerfully speaks to a common or 
important need)

• Effective advertising makes a successful link between difference and 
relevance

• Effectiveness is thus a balancing act! è Too different is strange and 
weird, too relevant familiar and boring








