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STORY-BASED COMMUNICATION SKILLS 
 

 

 
Stories are fundamental to how we communicate, 

learn, and think. 
Terrence Gargiulo 
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In the early days of the movies there was a dynamic duo that blazed the trails of 
stardom. Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire were in ten movies together. They had what in 
show business is called, “The Triple Threat.” They could sing, dance and act. 
 

  
 

There is a triple threat to storytelling. Story Listening, Story Thinking, and Storytelling. 

We need to move past the obvious facets of storytelling that immediately come to 
mind. These are only one very small part of what it means to be fully engaging your 
story-based communication skills. 

Here’s a quick breakdown of the three pillars: 

 

 
How we employ stories to 
be open to ourselves and 
more aware and sensitive 
to the ideas, experiences, 
opinions, and feelings of 

others. 

How we work with stories 
to make sense of them 
and create new ones. 

How we use stories to 
connect with others, 

influence and 
communicate in rich 

memorable ways. 
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Story Listening Description 
 
Story Listening contains the central skills that are at the heart of using stories 
effectively to be a better communicator and learner. All the skills in the model 
build off of the central ones of eliciting, listening, and observing. Listening is the 
common thread to the three skills. For example, being able to elicit stories 
demands sensitivity and attentiveness to the stories around oneself. Drawing 
stories out of others requires astute observation skills.   
  
The observation skill is broken down into five parts:  
  

1. Care/Intention – cultivating genuine interest in others. 
2. Self-Awareness – examining impressions observed, assumptions 

made, conclusions drawn, and behaviors. 
3. Sensitivity – increasing our attention to external stimuli. 
4. External Focus – shifting and purposefully directing the focus of our 

attention.  
5. Story Thinking Dialogue – tracking how perceptions are being 

formed. 
  
We discover what questions to ask or what stories to tell in order to stimulate the 
story telling of others by watching for cues in their words and actions. We must 
also be equally aware of our own thought processes. Listening ties them all 
together and involves more than hearing. As we gather information, listening 
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engages our imaginations. What we hear is fused with our experiences. The new 
information co-mingles with the old to become relevant and immediate; 
otherwise, it is dead on arrival. We can communicate more by eliciting stories 
than by telling them. Consequently, a greater value is given to the skills found in 
the Story Listening than the Storytelling ones found in the model.   
  
The model represents three levels of personal story skills related to 
communicating and learning. Each area consists of three skills. The Storytelling 
area characterizes the skills we use to engage with the external world. Many 
people mistakenly assume that using stories well requires little besides knowing 
what stories to select and being good at telling them. Although these are useful 
skills they are superficial compared to the others. The Storytelling area also 
houses the modeling skill.  
  
There are two levels to the skill of modeling. The first level describes how our 
actions model our beliefs, attitudes, and values. Through our actions we create 
stories. People are far more likely to remember our actions than our words. 
Whether they do it consciously or unconsciously, people observe our actions and 
look for incongruence between our words and behaviors. We have the ability to 
create stories by being mindful of how our actions impact the people around us. 
Memorable actions become part of other people’s stories. Furthermore, our 
actions have the potential to cause others to reflect. The second level to the 
modeling skill is our ability to create compelling representations of the concepts 
we try to communicate to others. Developing a familiarity with analogies, 
metaphors, word pictures, and visuals are a few of the subcomponents of this 
skill.  
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Story Listening Sample Skills & Behaviors 
 

Eliciting  Asking effective questions. Finding ways to draw out meaningful and relevant 
information from others.  
  
Some examples…  
 I encourage others to share their personal and professional experiences.   
 I seek to create a climate of sharing.   
 I am willing to be vulnerable with others.   
 I tell my experiences to others in ways that encourage them to be open with me.  
 I help others to recall their experiences by rephrasing questions.  
 I help others to recall their experiences by mirroring their language.  

  

Listening  Invoking the imagination to enter a teller’s point of view in a deep way.  
  
Some examples…  
 I paraphrase the statements of others as a way of confirming what they are 

communicating to me.  
 I paraphrase the statements of others as a way of validating what they are 

communicating to me.  
 I ask questions to clarify that I am accurately hearing what others are saying.  
 I ask follow-on questions to better understanding information that is being communicated. 

I refrain from making premature decisions about the value, importance, or quality of 
another person’s experience.  

 I try to see situations and experiences from the eyes of others.  
  

Observing  Practicing mindfulness to become aware of the implicit meaning in other people’s 
words and actions.  
  
Some examples…  
 I care about the success of the people around me.  
 I have a strong sense of my own strengths.  
 I have a strong sense of my own weaknesses.  
 I am sensitive to the energy, moods, and thoughts of others.  
 I purposefully review the details of my interactions with others.  
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Story Thinking Description 
 
Story Thinking encompasses all of the internal things we do in our minds when we 
are conscious of our stories and the stories around us. It is hard to discuss the 
skills in any causal order since these internal processes of indexing, synthesizing, 
and reflecting happen most of the time in parallel. The reflection skill is the 
discipline we develop in stopping to notice our stories. To paraphrase a Greek 
philosopher, “an unexamined story is not worth having.”  Reflection can be 
broken down into four parts:  
  

1. Reflection – the manner in which we use stories to visualize and 
relive our experiences.  

2. Sitting – being still to linger in our experiences.  
3. Inviting - involves actively looking for new insights.  
4. Sifting – the review and analysis of the insights that emerge.  

  
While we gather new insights from our own stories, a highly developed capacity 
for reflection also makes us more mindful of others and their thoughts, feeling, 
and experiences. We are less likely to react to people. Reflection gives us a chance 
to behave proactively and continually revise our perceptual filters.   
  
The second skill in the Story Thinking area is synthesizing. By reflecting on our 
stories, we begin to find connections with other stories and other domains of 
knowledge. Through synthesis we discover relationships between previously 
unrelated experiences, ideas, concepts, and knowledge. We take the new pieces 



 

©2006 MAKINGSTORIES.net,– contact info@makingstories.net – page 7 

of information and transform them into insights. The link between learning and 
stories is found in this skill. Being effective at doing this requires all three skills of 
reflecting, synthesizing, and indexing.   
  
The last skill in the Story Thinking area is indexing. Our experiences recorded as 
stories in our memories do not fit into neat categories. Every experience can be 
indexed, re-indexed, and cross indexed in a variety of ways. This is further 
complicated by the fact that each of us develops our own indexing schemes. You 
and I will not use the same keys to codify our experiences and the learning or 
knowledge that result from them. Developing a rich index enables us to quickly 
see the applicability of our stories in different situations. We can uncover patterns 
of relevance and encounter greater resonance between others’ experiences and 
our own by deliberately maintaining a diverse index.  
  



 

©2006 MAKINGSTORIES.net,– contact info@makingstories.net – page 8 

Story Thinking Skills & Behaviors 

 

Indexing  Developing a flexible, vast, mental schema for retrieval of experiences, and 
knowledge.  
  

Some examples…  
 I find myself thinking about what I learned from my experience.  
 I can identify life experiences that have contributed to the development of my 

values, beliefs, and attitudes.  
 I am aware of my values, beliefs, and attitudes and how they shape my 

understanding of new information and experiences.  
 I share past experiences with others to help them understand my worldview. I 

reflect and assess situations as they are occurring.  
 I review with circumspection my interpretations of what I hear and see around me.  

Reflecting  Reviewing experiences with circumspection and extracting knowledge from 
them.  
  

Some examples…  
 I review my experiences to learn from them.  
 I relive the thoughts and emotions of my experiences.  
 I consider my experiences without judging them.  
 I consider my experiences without interpreting them.  
 I am open to learning from my experiences in new and different ways.  
 I consciously work to understand my experiences in as many ways as possible, 

which results in a rich variety of insights.  
 My current actions are influenced by my insights.  

Synthesizing  Finding familiar patterns of information in new experiences and creating 
connections between them and old ones.   
  

Some examples…  
 I see interrelationships between all of my experiences.  
 I make sense of new situations by actively searching and extracting knowledge 

from previous experiences.  
 I use my experiences to develop new and lasting wisdom.  
 I use other people’s experiences to develop new and enduring wisdom and 

insight.  
 I connect my insights from one domain of activity to another.  
 I search my mind for similar past experiences to help me make sense of novel 

situations.  
 I search my mind for previous experiences to help me to see new and different 

possibilities in present situations.  
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Storytelling Description 
 
We use Storytelling to engage with the external world. Many people mistakenly 
assume that using stories well requires little besides knowing what stories to 
select and being good at telling them. Although these are useful skills they are 
superficial compared to the others. The Storytelling area also houses the 
modeling skill.  
  
There are two levels to the skill of modeling. The first level describes how our 
actions model our beliefs, attitudes, and values. Through our actions we create 
stories. People are far more likely to remember our actions than our words. 
Whether they do it consciously or unconsciously, people observe our actions and 
look for incongruence between our words and behaviors. We have the ability to 
create stories by being mindful of how our actions impact the people around us. 
Memorable actions become part of other people’s stories. Furthermore, our 
actions have the potential to cause others to reflect. The second level to the 
modeling skill is our ability to create compelling representations of the concepts 
we try to communicate to others. Developing a facility with analogies, metaphors, 
word pictures, and visuals are a few of the subcomponents of this skill.  
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Sample Storytelling Skills & Behaviors 
 

Modeling  Employing a variety of analogical techniques to bring an idea or concept alive. 
Being aware of one’s actions and using them to create lasting impressions in the 
eyes of others.  
  
Some examples…  
 I spontaneously use or create analogies to help people connect with me or with the 

information that I am sharing.  
 I make room for back-and-forth exchanges in communicating with others to jump 

start the generation of new meaning.  
 I acknowledge others for the contributions they make.  
 I validate others’ experiences.  

Selecting  Picking words that are appropriate to the context of a situation to clearly 
communicate experiences, concepts, ideas, or feelings.  
  
Some examples…  
 I can always find a relevant experience to share.  
 The experiences I share add to the conversation.  
 I can find experiences to share that communicate who I am.  
 I can find experiences that resonate with my listeners.  

Telling  Relaying information with authenticity. Paint a vivid, engaging picture for 
listeners.  
  
Some examples…  
 I use anecdotes when I communicate.  
 I vary the tone and volume of my voice when I communicate.  
 I allow others to interject their own thoughts and experiences during a 

conversation.  
 I invite my listeners to interact with me by adding details, anticipating the direction 

of the conversation, and contributing comments.  
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Storytelling Techniques Job Aid 
 

Technique Description 

 

 
VOICE 

Your voice brings a story alive. Think of your voice as an instrument. 
Instruments are played with dynamics (i.e., sometimes loud, sometimes 
soft). 

 Animate the stories you tell by varying the pitch, tone, and volume of 
your voice.  

 Use your voice to guide listeners. Emphasize key words, phrases, or 
details. 

 Change your voice to represent characters in your story. 

 Insert brief pauses and other rhythmical speech variations. 

 

 

REPETITION 

Stories are filled with repetition. These patterns help listeners remember a 
story and reflect on it later. As a result of repetition, listeners are more 
actively involved because they are anticipating a recurring theme or pattern.  

 Repeat descriptive details. 

 Select vivid and multisensorial words and reuse them throughout your 
story. 

 Give listeners a vocal or bodily cue before repeating a pattern. 

 

 

 

PARTICIPATION 

Stories are more engaging when people participate. When you tell a story, 
do everything you can to involve your audience. The result? People will listen 
more carefully and get more out of the story. 

 Customize the details of your story to fit the group it is being told to. 

 Allow listeners to fill in descriptive, noncritical details of a story. 

 In your story, use the names, facts, and characteristics of individuals in 
the group. 

 Include in the story comments individuals have made during the session. 

 Weave recent events into your stories. 

 Incorporate repetitive elements and have your listeners fill them in. 

 Use rhetorical questions. 
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Technique Description 

 

 

BODY 
LANGUAGE 

A story is told with the voice and the body. Have you ever watched a good 
mime? Body language can communicate more than words. 

 Make eye contact with individuals. 

 Develop special gestures and postures for story situations and 
characters. 

 Act out parts of the story. 

 Use props. 

 Move around the room as you tell the story. 
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Two Storytelling Practices with Tips 
 

Using Analogies & Metaphors 
 

 

For an analogy/metaphor to be effective, it does not have to be a perfect match. 
In fact, it is neither necessary nor desirable. Many times the communication 
richness comes from the incongruence between what you are trying to explain 
and the analogy/metaphor. When the concept and analogy/metaphor do not 
match perfectly, they become an opportunity to fill in the details. As long as you 
grab people’s imaginations with something they know, it is much easier to 
complete the picture with all the missing details. 

 
How do analogies and metaphors change your communication style?  
We become less didactic. We can communicate more quickly, effectively, and 
interactively when we use analogies and metaphors. It takes less time to cover 
the same amount of information. Analogies and metaphors build bridges between 
people. Less becomes more and people are apt to become more engaged. 
Encourage people to be more conscious of using them in conversations. 

 
How do analogies and metaphors affect listeners?  
Listeners are more attentive. It is easier for someone to work with analogies and 
metaphors because they encapsulate more information. Listeners can decode 
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them and manipulate them as chunks of information. Conversations are more 
exciting because exploring and discovering become part of the natural rhythm. 

 
 

Why is it so difficult to come up with a good analogy or metaphor?  
Analogies and metaphors demonstrate a very thorough knowledge and command 
of a concept, idea, or emotion. It’s been said that the easiest way to assess 
someone’s level of knowledge is to ask him or her to explain something to 
another person. However, explaining is not enough. We might have command of 
the information, but the ability to translate it into a workable metaphor and 
analogy indicates that we have integrated the information into a network of 
associated links of knowledge. While it might be difficult, becoming more adept at 
using analogies and metaphors increases our communication and learning skills. 
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Expanding & Collapsing Stories  
  

 
 
 

Is anything lost when we tell an abbreviated version of our story?  
One of the key reasons to tell a story is to elicit stories from others. Our story 
needs to be rich enough to stimulate other people’s stories. People are not 
concerned with the completeness of our story. Details important to us are not 
important to others. We love the details because each one is packed with 
memories, feelings, and sensations. Feeling uncomfortable with leaving out 
details of our stories is natural. Story as performance thrives on vivid details 
because we are entertaining people. Using stories to facilitate communication 
requires us to provide just enough detail to be clear and evocative at the same 
time.  
 
What cues should you be aware of when sharing a story?  
Being aware of time is essential. Large formal group settings require us to be 
brief. The story has to be an engaging capsule that spurs others to tell their 
stories. On the other hand, if you are leading a group you have more leeway. 
Intimate settings also allow for longer stories. As a general rule, give others the 
opportunity to speak first. There are times when you need to jumpstart a 
conversation, but whenever possible listening to other people, demonstrating 
that you understand what they communicated will win you a hearing. If you wait, 
you may not need to truncate your story or you may pick up a cue as to the most 
effective way to share your story.  
 
  


