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CREATIVITY IN 
(MARKETING) 
STORYTELLING





WHY STORIES 
(AND CREATIVITY)?



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.”



TOWARDS CONTENT MARKETING

OLD “AD THINKING”
• Focus on sale è more about the 

brand itself
• Brand seeks to differentiate itself 

from other brands
• Control of message to the point of 

jealousy
• “Customer needs to be informed 

and persuaded!”
• Maximize reach and visibility

CONTENT MARKETING ERA

• Focus on bringing value to customers 
è more about the consumption 
activity

• Brand strives to be charismatic and 
credible voice in a “conversation”

• Willingness to risk content benefiting 
competitors, too

• “Customer needs to be entertained!”
• Maximize engagement













THE ADVANTAGES OF STORIES

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

2. Human memory is episodic anyway!
3. Stories are the most efficient way to convey a lot 

of information
4. Stories allow for revisiting of important cultural 

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

5. 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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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!

Desire, Struggle, 
and 

Transformation

Cultural Context

Character

THE ELEMENTS OF A GREAT STORY
CHARACTER
• How consumers “recognize themselves” as your 

brand’s potential customers
CULTURAL CONTEXT
• How your brand establishes its contemporary 

relevance
• Link between brand DNA and today
• Further allows potential customers to regonize

themselves
DESIRE, STRUGGLE & 
TRANSFORMATION
• The emotional heart of the story!



A great story!

Desire, Struggle, 
and 

Transformation

Cultural Context

Character

THE ELEMENTS OF A GREAT STORY
CHARACTER
• How consumers “recognize themselves” as your 

brand’s potential customers
CULTURAL CONTEXT
• How your brand establishes its contemporary 

relevance
• Link between brand DNA and today
• Further allows potential customers to regonize

themselves
DESIRE, STRUGGLE & 
TRANSFORMATION
• The emotional heart of the story!



DESIRE, STRUGGLE, AND 
TRANSFORMATION

• A character in story must have a clear 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 the cultural context, antagonists)

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

• Transformation comes when our character either actualizes 
their desire, or realizes that desire had led them astray



MARKETING OFTEN SELLS 
TRANSFORMATION!
• A new you
• A better you
• A safer you
• A healthier you
• A happier you
• A truer you
• A more relaxed you
• A better society
• A more sustainable future
• Etc.











IMPORTANT:
GOOD STORIES 
RARELY SAY THINGS 
EXPLICITLY—THEY 
IMPLY





DESIRE è STRUGGLE è TRANSFORMATION
• First, try to identify what kind of transformation your product or service

promises to customers!
• Second, try to think what kind of desires this transformation might solve or

serve (it’s not obvious, and there might be several)
• Third, try to imagine what kind of struggles the mismatch between desire and 

transformation might bring; what would be compelling?
• Work in groups, discuss, help each other out, but work on your own

company and its brand(s)



A great story!

Desire, Struggle, 
and 

Transformation

Cultural Context

Character

THE ELEMENTS OF A GREAT STORY
CHARACTER
• How consumers “recognize themselves” as your 

brand’s potential customers
CULTURAL CONTEXT
• How your brand establishes its contemporary 

relevance
• Link between brand DNA and today
• Further allows potential customers to regonize

themselves
DESIRE, STRUGGLE & 
TRANSFORMATION
• The emotional heart of the story!



UNDERSTANDING THE 
CULTURAL CONTEXT: 
A good brand story has to be 
culturally resonant, speaking to 
the ”concerns of the day”









CONTINUITY IN BRAND 
STORY (THE BRAND’S DNA)
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CULTURAL 
INNOVATION





Volkswagen’s brand DNA
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CULTURAL INNOVATION

• A cultural innovation is a brand that delivers an 
innovative cultural expression
• These cultural expressions are rooted in ideological 

opportunities è opportunities caused by socio-cultural 
shifts and/or anxieties
• Much more nuanced view of how innovations emerge



CULTURAL INNOVATION: 3 MAIN PILARS

• IDEOLOGY: a point of view on one of important cultural 
constructs that become widely shared or taken for granted within 
a population

• MYTH: instructive stories that impart ideology
• CULTURAL CODES: mass-cultural expressions and 

aesthetizations of the myth
• Understanding that brands are ‘made’ not only by the marketer













Source Material
Subcultures, media myths, brand assents 



COMMON CULTURAL ANXIETIES 
FEEDING SOCIAL DISRUPTIONS
people’s ambitions at work
gender roles, body, sexuality
race and ethnicity
social class
family and children
fear of technology / change
nature and society
big life transitions (college graduation, retirement, mid-life crisis, marriage)
THE BIG “WHO AM I?” QUESTIONS!
“the construction, maintenance and dissolution of key life roles that significantly alters 
one’s concept of self” (Holt 2004, p. 212; Fournier 1998) 



WHAT IS A 
“CULTURAL 
ORTHODOXY”?



CULTURAL ORTHODOXY

• “Taken-for-granted cultural expressions that are 
widely imitated within the product category”
• In other words, how “everybody else” in that 

product category sells their products





PROBABLY THE MOST FAMOUS EXAMPLE: 
Star Wars as a soother of post-Vietnam anxiety in America



HOW BRANDS PORTRAY IDEOLOGIES

• Myths offer relief to cultural anxieties through ritualistic 
consumption of the product/movie/brand that ‘contains’ the 
myth

• Brands are special, because even if they aren’t as affective as e.g. movies, they 
enable ritual and frequent consumption

• For example, by wearing a t-shirt of a certain ideology/myth, it is “claimed” by 
that person









THE MARKETER
• Brand design
• Advertising
• Pricing
• Brand Touch points

POPULAR CULTURE
• Celebrities using brand
• Brand in movies etc.
• Brand featured in news

CONSUMERS
• Consumers' using the brand
• Brand communities
• Their own interpretation

INFLUENCERS
• Trade magazines
• Market mavens (bloggers)
• Retail people







NIKE’S “INNOVATIVENESS” OFTEN 
LINKED TO TECHNICAL INNOVATION 
OR “OWNING ITS CATEGORY”



NIKE’S PRODUCT CATEGORY MATURES

• 1970s full of innovation and use of biomechanics in advancing shoes
• Brooks develops kinetic wedge
• Asics creates dual density midsoles
• But advances become incremental
• Case in point: Nike’s “Air” technology barely registers when it first came on the 

market



THEN, SUDDENLY, THE JOGGING CRAZE

WHY?



EASY POST-WAR ‘AMERICAN DREAM’



…TRANSFORMED TO A HIGHLY 
COMPETITIVE JOB MARKET



CATEGORY ORTHODOXY: 
BE LIKE THIS ATHLETE



NIKE UNDERSTOOD JOGGING’S APPEAL AS AN INDIVIDUALIST AND 
‘GRITTY’ PURSUIT FOR THE ‘I NEED TO GET BETTER’ AMERICAN

Birth of Nike’s ideology: 
COMBATIVE SOLO WILLPOWER

CULTURAL CODES
Runners working hard ‘backstage’ to better themselves, 
often in terrible weather to great satisfaction but also 
determination, pain, and grit



CODE INNOVATION #1
Borrow freely and dramatize ideology from running 
subcultures (make it more accessible)
CULTURAL INNOVATION #2
Juxtapose extreme disadvantage contexts to set up 
myth of transcendence

NIKE UNDERSTOOD JOGGING’S APPEAL AS AN INDIVIDUALIST AND 
‘GRITTY’ PURSUIT FOR THE ‘I NEED TO GET BETTER’ AMERICAN



1980S AND 1990S FURTHERED THE 
“FREE AGENT ECONOMY” TRENDS



NEW SUBCULTURAL SOURCE MATERIAL: 
‘THE HOOD’

















COMBATIVE SOLO 
WILLPOWER

FUNCTIONAL 
BENEFITS

Great performance, high quality, 
innovative designs

JUST DOT IT 
Overcoming societal discrimination 

through sport

Poor black youth, chain link 
hoops, housing projects

CULTURAL 
CODES

MYTH

IDEOLOGY

BENEFITS 
HALO EFFECT

NIKE’S CULTURAL INNOVATION



What common cultural anxieties do you see 
available for your group project?

• people’s ambitions at work
• gender roles and sexuality
• family and children
• fear of technology / change
• nature and society
• big life transitions (college graduation, 

retirement, mid-life crisis, marriage)

• “the construction, maintenance 
and dissolution of key life roles 
that significantly alters one’s 
concept of self” (Holt 2004, p. 
212; Fournier 1998) 

What are the typical ways 
other brands are positioning 
their products in your product 
category?
What kind of stories do they 
tell?

What kind of conversations do 
these anxieties produce on 
social media? 



A great story!

Desire, Struggle, 
and 

Transformation

Cultural Context

Character

A BRAND’S STORY AS A CREATIVE BRIEF
CHARACTER
• Who are our characters? 
• How do their actions reveal their values?
• How do consumers identify themselves with them?
CULTURAL CONTEXT
• What kind of cultural conversations do we want to engage with?
• Where do we find these conversations, esp. on social media? 
• What is the link between these conversations and our brand’s DNA?
DESIRE, STRUGGLE & TRANSFORMATION
• What kind of transformations do we promise our customers? 
• What kind of desires might these transformations address?
• What kind of struggles result from striving for those desires; what 

struggles are the most compelling?
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