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Are You Committing The 7 Deadly Storytelling 
Sins?  
Storytelling has become popular in the business world. It feels like 
every day, a self-professed ‘guru’ is telling you to get our there 
and tell your stories. On the surface, this is an excellent 
suggestion. 

However, there’s a problem — most stories aren’t having the 
intended impact. The majority fall flat and are quickly forgotten.   

Why? 

Because they are missing key elements. Although you don’t want 
your stories to sound formulaic or like they fit into a template, 
there are key elements common to every unforgettable story, 
whether it’s a classic novel like ‘Moby Dick,’ a legendary fable like 
King Arthur or a world-renowned movie like Titanic.  

Include these elements and you leave a lasting and positive 
impression on your audience. Leave them out, and your story will 
land with a ‘thud.’ These storytelling keys work whether you’re 
speaking live or on-camera. 

Here are the 7 Deadly Sins that keep your stories from leaving an 
impact…… 

Sin #1: Your Story Has No Clear Purpose  
Have you ever listened to a story and thought, “What was that all 
about?” or “What was the point?”  

Unfortunately, this happens far too often in the business world. 
People tell stories, but they don’t tie them to an overall concept. 
This results in leaving your listeners irritated, frustrated, or even 
angry.  
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A story with no purpose is simply entertainment. Or worse, a 
waste of people’s time. And, it’s a missed opportunity for you.  

Before you develop your story, answer these questions:  

Do I have a concise central idea?  

Will this story support that theme?  

If the answer to either one of these is ‘no,’ do not share the story.  

Know your takeaway message that will most benefit the audience. 
Only then should you develop your story.  

When you do this, your narrative will resonate because it serves a 
larger purpose. This increases the odds that the listener will act 
on your message.  

Sin #2: Characters Who Are Not Emotionally Engaging  
One of the keys to developing stories that connect is to include 
characters that your listener will relate to. Most presenters don’t 
provide enough pertinent details about characters that create this 
emotional bond.  

It’s rare that you hear them described with enough detail to 
understand their personalities or background.  

The key to effective character development is to offer enough 
relevant details so that the audience will feel they know the 
person, and care what happens to her.  

Two ways to give insight into your character are:  

1. Describe how the person is dressed, and,  

2. Explain how she enters a scene.   

Treat character development like the paint-by-numbers kits used 
by kids. If you’re not familiar with those, it’s a canvas with lines 
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drawn to outline a picture. There are small sections with numbers 
that cover the canvas.  

The numbers correspond to a specific paint color. You paint each 
section with the designated color. When you finish, you’ve painted 
a picture.  

As you craft your story, create the ‘outline’ of your characters. 
Offer three details that give insight into that person’s style of 
dress, or how he moves through a room. Allow the listener to 
complete the details.  

When you develop characters that the audience cares about, 
they’ll want to hear about this person‘s journey. As World 
Champion speaker Craig Valentine has said, “In order for your 
audience to care about your characters, they must KNOW 
them.”  

Paint a picture so that the audience knows (and cheers for) your 
characters.  

Sin #3: Not Developing Compelling Circumstances  

As with character creation, many presenters fail to illustrate 
relevant or relatable circumstances to capture audience attention. 
They either give no details or too many.  

Either way, the listener quickly loses interest.  

A powerful ‘tool’ that can overcome this problem is to use sensory 
details. To build an emotional bridge between the audience and 
your story, provide as many of these as possible.  

Include references to the five senses:  

Visual 

Auditory 
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Kinesthetic  

Olfactory 

Taste  

Listening to a story devoid of sensory references is like eating a 
bowl of noodles with no seasoning or sauce. It’s just bland pasta.  

Do you need all five?  

No, but the more you include, the more likely your listener will 
become enmeshed in your story.  

This doesn’t need to be a major undertaking. Just one sentence 
for each sense. In some cases, you can combine two or three into 
one sentence.  

For example:  

“I stood by the food table which was covered with every color of 
the rainbow. The smell of the pastries, cakes and chocolate-chip 
cookies was so good you could practically taste them.  

The lights in the room were dimmed, but I could feel the joy in the 
room while the attendees danced to the band playing classic rock 
music.”  

This quickly conveys the feeling of a scene. The audience feels 
as if they are in it.  

Again, as with character development, the right details give the 
audience an opportunity to ‘paint the rest of the picture.’  

As important as sensory details are to the circumstances, don’t 
add these just to include them. Ensure they add to the feeling you 
want to convey, and that the scene supports the overall point of 
the story.  
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Sin #4: Omitting an Escalating Conflict  
Most stories exclude a critical aspect that intensifies listener 
interest in a narrative.  

Escalating Conflict.  

Without some type of conflict, you have no story.  

Consider thousand-year-old fables, childhood stories, or popular 
movies. Each has a central ‘clash.’  

Most presenters offer a quick summary of a character and the 
circumstances, then might mention a conflict. The ones that do 
typically don’t build it up, so the audience doesn’t feel an 
increasing emotional buy-in to the story.  

There are several types of conflicts, but the most relevant are:  

Person versus person  

Person versus him/herself  

The second is typically the type of conflict that makes the deepest 
impression because it is most relatable. This is an internal 
conflict.  

Stories that connect at a deep level start with an external conflict 
(ie. a woman has to deal with a domineering boss at work; a man 
who’s struggling to make sales quota; a teenager wants to try out 
for one of the 7 roles in the school play and there are 102 kids 
trying out).  

The conflict that draws in the listener and creates a deeper 
emotional connection is the inner conflict of those characters.  

The woman wants to find the courage to stand up for herself at 
work. 
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The man has to overcome fear of rejection and become a star 
sales person.  

The teenager wants to overcome self-doubt to try out for the 
school play 
 
These are relatable types of conflict and will ‘hook’ the audience.  

In order to keep audience interest, the conflict must slowly build to 
a "boiling point." Most presenters don’t understand this. They 
either explain a conflict that stays at the same emotional level, or 
they go from calm to maximum intensity in too short a timeframe.  

This has been called the ‘airport walkway’ or ‘hotel elevator’ 
method. Imagine an airport moving walkway. It is a level ride. 
There is no increase in speed or elevation. it just slowly moves 
along. An elevator, on the other hand, quickly moves up or down. 
Some elevators can be jarring.  

Stories that slowly move along, with no change in emotion — or at 
the opposite extreme, move too quickly — are not realistic. This is 
not how most conflicts occur.  

Think about how disagreements, arguments or fights unfold. They 
begin with a little emotion and then there is a minor inciting 
incident. The emotion then builds as the intensity of the conflict 
increases. Eventually, it escalates to the point of resolution.  

To be believed, your conflict must increase as it does in real life. 
Just like an escalator. Escalators slowly rise until you reach a high 
point and step off.  

In storytelling, the ‘stepping off’ point is where the dispute is 
resolved, and the lesson is learned.  

An excellent example of the ‘escalator concept’ is the movie 
‘Titanic.’ When the ship strikes the iceberg, water pours into the 
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bottom levels. Over the ensuing two hours, the water level 
steadily rises, as does the tension between the characters. The 
rising water eventually creates a ‘resolution’ when Titanic sinks to 
the ocean floor. Simultaneously, there is resolution of each 
character’s fate.  

Imagine if Titanic had struck the iceberg, and the water poured in 
until it stopped at a manageable level. It then stayed at this level 
until rescuers arrived. BORING MOVIE!  

On the other hand, if it had struck the iceberg and sunk to the 
ocean floor within two minutes, there’d be no rising tension.   

Neither of these versions is satisfying to the viewer. Titanic 
grossed over $1 billion dollars even though the audience knew 
walking into the theater that the boat was going down. It was 
the escalating conflicts and the uncertainty of outcomes for the 
characters that attracted and kept our interest.  

If you want to create a higher level of interest with story, put your 
listener on the conflict escalator. 

Sin #5: Not Showing a Change in Your Character  
One of the reasons to tell stories is to offer hope to your audience. 
This is best illustrated by a step that far too many presenters 
leave out. By doing this, they cheat their listeners out of a ‘payoff’ 
for investing their valuable time to listen to a story.  

What is this key aspect?  

Change. 
 
This is the most important step in the story telling process.  

Why?  

Audiences want to see some type of change in the primary  
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character — new ways of thinking or living. Without at least one, 
there is no lasting benefit. Remember that people are busy. If they 
give you their time, it’s your obligation to give them something that 
can improve their lives.  

If there is no change in your character, there is no impact in your 
story.  

When you introduce the listener to characters in difficult 
circumstances, and take them through the conflict, show them the 
change that the character experiences. If you’ve structured this 
story well, and you’re speaking to the right audience, you’re giving 
them hope that that too can experience that type of change. 

For example, consider the story of my speech coaching client, 
Patti. When I met her, she said, “I wish I’d never agreed to do this 
speech. It’s making me sick just thinking about it. I’m worried that 
I’m going to embarrass my group and our team. Can you help 
me?”  

Several months later, she gave a meaningful and memorable talk. 
It was filled with stories that elicited a lot of laughs, a few tears 
and inspired people to take action.  

After it was over she said, “I can’t believe how fun that was! I’ve 
never gotten a standing ovation! And, did you see those people 
walking up and giving me checks for the Foundation? I can’t wait 
to do this again!”  

Patti experienced a big change. People who hear this story 
typically ask, “How did she do that? I want to feel that way about 
giving speeches. Tell me more.”  

This type is proof that your story is meaningful and memorable.   

Give your audience a payoff, and you increase the chances of 
leaving a lasting impact.  
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Sin #6: Not Creating Curiosity in Your Story  
The best and most successful speakers know that if there are no 
questions in the minds of the audience, your story is over. 
Curiosity is necessary for a story to be relevant and interesting to 
your audience.  

Curiosity should start from your opening words, continue through 
to your foundational point, and your supporting ideas.  

When you create curiosity, people want to hear more. 
Inexperienced, or average presenters create little, if any, curiosity.  

Or worse, if they do create questions in the minds of the 
audience, they often leave them unanswered.  

As you create each part of your story (Circumstances, 
Characters, Conflict, and Change) review them to uncover your 
‘curiosity points.’ Ask yourself:  

“Where am I creating questions at each point of the story?”  

“Am I creating questions like:  

‘What happens next?’ 
 
‘Why did he say that?’ 

‘How is she going to get out of this situation?’  

‘How will he be different after that experience?’  

Once you've reviewed your story to determine if it creates 
curiosity, ensure that you have answered all questions by the 
conclusion. Unanswered questions can confuse, frustrate or even 
anger audience members.  
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Because you’re too close to your own story, it’s an excellent 
practice to ask others for feedback. Ask them what questions 
you’ve created or what questions you could develop. Most 
importantly, ask if you have answered all questions by the end of 
your presentation.  

Sin #7: Delivering a Report Versus Creating an 
Experience  
Think about the average storyteller. She may provide a quick 
overview of the circumstances and the characters, much like a 
television reporter. She may say phrases like ”Mrs. Johnson did 
that" or “Mr. Smith then felt the frustration building” or “She angrily 
yelled and left the room.”  

Is there anything wrong with this?  

No, but, in a word, this type of storytelling is forgettable — and 
boring. OK, that’s two words.  

The best presenters use dialogue — character conversations — 
to create an experience that brings the listener deep into the 
story. This builds a bond with the audience because they feel as if 
they’re in the scene.  

Dialogue has been called the ‘Heart of Storytelling.’ It transforms 
a story into a memorable experience for the listener. 

Consider the example of Patti from above. The average storyteller 
would tell her story like this:  

“When I met my client Patti, she was really stressed. She had 
agreed to give a speech, and was afraid that it was going to be a 
disaster and that she’d embarrass her group. She was hoping I 
could help her.”  

“When she finally did give it, she gave a great speech. She was 
so was excited she couldn’t wait to go out and speak again.”  
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Compare that to the ‘dialogue’ version:  

When I met her, she said, “I wish I’d never agreed to do this 
speech. It’s making me sick just thinking about it. I’m worried that 
I’m going to embarrass my group and our team. Can you help 
me?”  

Several months later, she gave a meaningful and memorable talk. 
It was filled with stories that elicited a lot of laughs, a few tears 
and inspired people to take action.  

After it was over she said, “I can’t believe how fun that was! I’ve 
never gotten a standing ovation! And, did you see those people 
walking up and giving me checks for the Foundation? I can’t wait 
to do this again!”  

Factually, are these two versions the same?  

Yes. 
 
Emotionally, are they the same? 
 
No.  

You can’t feel Patti’s emotions in the first version because it’s just 
a series of facts. 

A more powerful use of dialogue is internal dialogue. Most 
speakers say, “I was so upset” or “it was the happiest moment of 
my life.”  

The problem with these statements is that they’re too vague. 
Instead, consider the specificity of these statements: 

I thought, “How dare you say that to me! I worked all night to meet 
the deadline and I’ve gotten no sleep.” 
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I held my son for the first time and thought, “Oh, my beautiful boy. 
I love you so much. I will do everything I can to protect you and 
give you the best life.” 

See the difference? 

Can you feel the difference.  

When a speaker gives an overview, or report, she can’t convey 
the emotion of the scene like she can with dialogue.  

When she recreates the words that were said — in the 
character’s voice and tonality — she increases the likelihood of 
an emotional connection. The audience will more likely relate to, 
and feel empathy with, the characters.  

Dialogue is the heart of your story. Use it, and your audience 
will feel an emotional bond with your characters.  

Because human beings are ‘wired’ to positively respond to 
stories, they have to potential leave a lasting impact on every 
audience. But, only if you avoid the 7 Deadly Sins. When you 
implement the tips to redeem yourself from 7 deadly storytelling 
sins, you’re well on your way to crafting a story that will:  

=> Immediately attract interest 

=> Make your audience want to hear more  

=> Keep them engaged until your conclusion  

=> Compel them to act on your message  

Your mastery of storytelling will also put you in a position to:  

• Become better known as an expert in your field  

• Create opportunities for career advancement  
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• Save time 

• Enjoy giving presentations  

• Make more money  
 

If you found these tips to be helpful, you’ll benefit 
from the resource, 52 Storytelling tips. Every 
week, you’ll receive a 5- minute audio storytelling 
tip. Implement these ideas, and in 12 months, 
you’ll become at least three times more effective at 
storytelling than you are today.  

If you’d like these weekly no-strings, no-obligation 
tips, visit 52StorytellingTips.com to register.  

If you’re interested in discovering how Michael can help you or 
your team improve your stories and presentations, schedule a 
complimentary, no-obligation call to discuss your situation. This 
will be your opportunity to ask any question or clarify any 
presentation challenges. To schedule your call, visit: https://
calendly.com/speaker017/initialconsultation- 

If I can be of help, contact me at mike@speakingcpr.com or 
513.315.6825.  
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About the Author  
When you hire a coach, trainer or speaker, do you 
want someone who has experience and expertise? 

Michael Davis’s work is wholly-focused on speaking, 
business storytelling and online presentation skills. His 
mission is to help leaders, entrepreneurs, and sales 
professionals present with more confidence, impact and influence. 
He provides you with proven processes and tools that you can 
use to deliver memorable and meaningful talks of any length, 
even on short notice. 

Michael’s passion is born from his own embarrassing experience 
which made him fear ANY speaking situation for 25 years. He 
overcame this negativity with help from mentors who have given 
him a World Class education on the art of public speaking and 
storytelling. And he continues to learn from them to this day. 

His training and coaching programs focus on giving your the 
fundamentals of speaking and storytelling that enable you to 
develop meaningful presentations that connect with every 
audience, deliver them in a style that’s authentic to you and 
create a call-to-action that inspires others. 

Michael is a highly-sought presentation skills coach, author and 
professional speaker. He has worked with business leaders, sales 
professionals and fellow speakers. Additionally, he has coached 
TEDx speakers on four continents to deliver talks the have been 
viewed over 3 million times. He is also a faculty member and 
coach at Stage Time University and Rooftop Leadership.  

He currently lives in Blue Ash, Ohio with 
his family, and the overlords of their 
house, Sky the Super Chihuahua and her 
underling, Riley.
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