












































It’s 42.000 BC. 
  
A Storyteller gathers her tribe in the warmth and safety of a cave and tells a 
story from long ago. There was a village in danger. A young person receives the 
call from god or man to step forward and save it. Answering the call to 
adventure, he journeys through the thin membrane separating the real and 
mythical realms. Along the way he encounters fearsome monsters. A baffling 
labyrinth. Beautiful creatures that help him along the way. Valleys of darkness. 
Forests of dappled light.  
  
The hero loses his way. His courage fails him. In his darkest moment, at the point 
of giving up, he connects with the greater wisdom of the universe, gathering 
insight beyond his mortal understanding about life, death, and the things he 
cannot see. Infused with purpose, he rises to meet the challenge, confronts the 
enemy and wins. He returns back through the membrane, back to his world, with 
new wisdom to enrich those around him. He is celebrated and reaps the 
rewards of his victory. 
  
The Storyteller holds the attention of her tribe with her masterful use of simplicity 
and repetition. There are greater lessons embedded in the story which, thanks to 
the emotions she stirs up in her listeners, engrave themselves into their 
memories. Unafraid of silence, the dark power of the vacuum, her words fall like 
snow.  
  
Drama, challenge, emotions, intensity. The story. The perfect vessel to deliver 
information essential to the tribe’s survival. How to hunt for food. How to find the 
way home with the stars. Which berries to eat and which to avoid. Where rain 
comes from. The value of honesty. Loyalty. Who we are, and what our place is in 
this world. 
  
Ever since the first cave-dwellers gathered around their fires, deep in the safety 
of their caves at the end of the day, they put their fingers to ink and drew. They 
wove together verbal and visual, creating illustrated tales of magical beasts, 
heroes and skygods. Accentuating stories with metaphor and mysticism, 
informing, entertaining and building that all-important emotional connection 
necessary to our survival.  

The stories are a coating around the vital facts. How to make fire. How to bury 
the dead[i]. The images remain to this day. 

[i] Caffaro (2018). Comprehension rates of safety pictorials affixed to agricultural machinery among Pennsylvania 
rural population. Saf. Sci. 103, 162–171. 
   Tsai (2008). Corporate marketing management and corporate‐identity building. Marketing intelligence & 
planning.





Writing was invented nearly simultaneously by humans in four different places on 
earth, at roughly the same time; in Ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, Mesoamerica 
and China[i]. It took different forms; cuneiform, hieroglyphics, brushstrokes. The 
first written words began appearing relatively recently, just 5,000 years ago. 
  
Evidence of pictures and storytelling appear 40.000 years earlier.  
  
We are still telling stories today. In our modern context, they are about Digital 
Transformation, Artificial Intelligence and cross border trade regulations. How to 
protect private data. How we use our tools and protect ourselves from cyber-
attacks. These intricate products and processes require near immediate 
understanding and rapid implementation to survive and thrive in a vastly more 
complicated, interconnected world.  
  
Humans are hard-wired to relate to and engage with a story. Our brains light up 
when we hear a tale of adventure in the same way it does when we have an 
actual experience[ii]. We feel with the hero and collectively recoil against the 
villain. Facts in a vacuum are meaningless and quickly forgotten, but the story is 
the silver thread that pulls our emotions along through the facts and information.  

Once they have entered our long-term memories, they bind with our emotions; 
they are the strings we pull on to retrieve and apply the knowledge to our daily 
challenges.  
  
Today’s Master Storytellers recreate the stars and the fire in our conference 
stages and training rooms. Thanks to Covid, we are back in the cave; albeit 
digital; alone, disconnected and afraid. The use of silence, of simple words, of 
repetition, and the ability to bring listeners across the membrane into a different 
world, learning the information we need to survive this and future pandemics, 
gaining the courage and inspiration to remind us of who we are during the 
darker moments.  
  

[i] Boltz, W. G. (2000). The invention of writing in China. Oriens extremus, 42, 1-17. 
[ii] Gillett, R. (2018, May 13). Why We’re More Likely to Remember Content with Images and Video (Infographic). 
From Fast Company. [Electronic magazine]: https://www.fastcompany.com/3035856/why-were-morelikely-to-
remember-content-with-images-and-video-infogr 

https://www.fastcompany.com/3035856/why-were-morelikely-to-remember-content-with-images-and-video-infogr
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Crisis Storytelling 
  
We’re here, now 
  
We happen to be in the midst of an unfolding drama at this very moment in our 
collective history. One that is abundantly challenging, mysterious and strange, 
filling us with a sense of common mission and magic, bringing all of us into the 
story simultaneously, in every corner of the globe.  
  
The stories we hear range from the very small to very large. We are cooking for 
an elderly neighbor or working at the front lines as a nurse. The stories cut 
through the cultures and languages that normally divide us and weave a vast 
textile of our common human experience. Because of Covid, we will all 
eventually share the memories of the loneliness and isolation as we passed 
through the membrane, and the joy of our return to the normal world. 
  
Covid-19 arrived at our doorstep in February, 2020[i]. By mid-March, offices, 
universities and schools emptied, leaving our cities ghostly and strange. Our 
tribes dispersed into isolation underground, reconnecting in the digital sphere. 
Life continued in two dimensions, flattened. Robbed of 90% of the information 
we get from body language, energy and intention that comes with the physical 
context, we continued with our work and our lives in the dark.  
  
Our storytellers explained the new rules, shared to multiple platforms, cascaded 
organically. We all passed into this strange mythical realm alone, yet together; 
each of us a hero pushing into this peculiar journey through the underworld.  
  
Alone with ourselves and our thoughts, many of us Buddha under our Bodhi 
trees, contemplating the irony of our experience. Or, never alone with a house 
full of device-addicted kids. Small heroes facing their own truths, building their 
formative memories of life in lockdown which will define and connect their 
generation for years to come.  
  
Covid triggered a global regime of unprecedented mass learning. Before the 
year 2018, who had even heard of the terms “social distancing”, “contact 
tracing” or “lockdowns”? Now, as we plough through our second year of the 
pandemic, almost everyone, young and old, has been exposed to the basics of 
viral transmission. We can communicate knowledgeably on the subject with the 
facility of first-year med students. 

[i] RIVM (June 12, 2020). Ontwikkeling COVID-19 in grafieken. Rijksinstituut voor Volksgezondheid en Milieu 
Ministerie van Volksgezondheid, Welzijn en Sport (RIVM). https://www.rivm.nl/coronavirus-covid-19/grafieken  

https://www.rivm.nl/coronavirus-covid-19/grafieken




This pandemic is exactly the kind of crisis we humans have the most difficulty 
understanding; slow-moving and at the same time spreading at the speed of 
light. Invisible, and at the same time, everywhere around us. A silent, patient 
killer that shape-shifts and eludes. It sent us underground, destroying our rituals 
and joyous events, making us feel disconnected and nonexistent. Forcing us 
into a regime of simultaneous, accelerated digital transformation as we 
abandoned our physical workspaces, our restaurants, our schools.  
  
All of us; all around the world. 
  
What will our world look like when we re-emerge, when we pass back through 
the membrane, to our physical spaces again? Will we return wiser, rich with 
insights gathered from our time of solitude and reflection? Will we reappear with 
new energy to re-imagine, re-create our broken world? Or will we simply slip 
back to the whirling distractions of our earthly pleasures, self-obsessed, thinking 
only for today? Was this pandemic a fluke? Or a glimpse of what’s to come?  
  
We still need the stars, the cave and the fire. The ability to tell our stories, make 
them understandable and convincing, to inspire and align people of many 
different backgrounds towards a common purpose. It’s how we learn and 
understand, it’s the secret of our resilience. Our oddly opposing needs for both 
fact and myth, for future and primal past, all co-exist peacefully in the vault of 
our minds. The pandemic reawakened our need for stories and connection.  
  
We are not so advanced and so tech that we cannot long for the shaman as 
urgently as we await the release of the newest iPhone.  







































The World
  
Like an angry toddler shattering a Lego castle, the pandemic exploded our 
global economy into its smallest component parts. The impact was felt across 
nearly every sector, everywhere in the world.  

Caught off guard, the result was unprecedented job loss and sharp declines in 
consumer spending[i]. Uncertainty blew markets into sharp peaks and valleys, 
tempests and tailspins. Bankruptcies dumped talent wholesale onto the street.  
  
Winners became giants, building teams clear across the borders that used to 
divide us – country, culture, language – sucking up Lego pieces under the sofa 
that they didn’t have access to before. Towering monuments appeared 
practically overnight; eCommerce behemoths, digital platform giants; Covid-
proof colossi forged by strange times. 
  
Many of us already realize that there is no going back. “Normal”, as we have 
known it in the decades leading up to this moment, is partially what got us into 
this mess in the first place. It could be a new world - if we have the courage to 
build with intention and create according to a collective vision.  
  
As we emerge from lockdown, we will need to reorganize our societies on a 
massive scale. Globally, remotely. Reconnect, rebuild the structures of our social 
lives. Envisioned in the digital bunker, resilient by necessity, this new world will 
look very different from our “BC” (Before Covid) work and play environments. 
Even if we tell ourselves otherwise. 
  
For one thing, this new world will be much more diverse and inclusive than 
before[ii]. Partially by necessity, partially by design, possibly thanks to our 
desires to connect on a more human-to-human level, all of us stamped similarly 
with the memories and scars of our trauma. There is more that binds us together 
as a global tribe, now, than divides us. 

[i] Wolfe, N. (2020, April 15). COVID-19 Won't Be the Last Pandemic. Here's What We Can Do to Protect Ourselves. 
From Time.com: ttps://time.com/5820607/nathan-wolfe-coronavirus-future-pandemic 
[ii] Sneader, K. a. (2020, March). Beyond coronavirus: The path to the next normal. From McKinsey & Company: 
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/healthcare-systems-and-services/our-insights/beyond-coronavirus-the-path-
to-the-next-normal 

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/healthcare-systems-and-services/our-insights/beyond-coronavirus-the-path-to-the-next-normal
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/healthcare-systems-and-services/our-insights/beyond-coronavirus-the-path-to-the-next-normal




Diversity
  
Well before Covid shook our foundations, we understood that diversity enriches 
our talent pool, drives financial performance and has PR benefits to project to 
the wider world. Diversity means embracing a flexible, global workforce 
operating across multiple time zones. The work grinds on, Sundays and 
Saturdays, through Christmas, Diwali and Lunar New Year’s alike; simply 
because days and holidays mean something different to each of us[i].  
  
Diversity means incorporating the wider views of the world into a company 
culture and drawing on these varied perspectives to solve everyday problems. 
This means tapping into a broader range of languages, cultures, religions, 
backgrounds, competences, skillsets and specializations[ii].  

Today’s definition of diversity stretches to include a spectrum of gender 
identities, ability, neurodiversity, refugee status, age and more in our new 
working arenas[iii].  
  
Rebuilding the post-Covid world will take all of us. Explaining the vision going 
forward will require us to communicate in a way that everyone can understand 
and gather behind. We will need new powers of persuasion to inform, inspire, 
engage and connect. 
  
Complex concepts that make our world run also need to be understood by a 
wider range of global professionals of varying levels and abilities. This presents 
new challenges for communication. Firstly, linguistically; as we scale up, a larger 
proportion of our workforce will not share a common language. English, our 
default, is the lingua Franca for our multinational companies; however only 20% 
speak it as natives[iv]. 

[i] Lorenzo, R., & Reeves, M. (2018). How and where diversity drives financial performance. Harvard Business 
Review, 30. 
[ii] Lorenzo, R. V. (2018). How diverse leadership teams boost innovation. Boston Consulting Group. 
[iii] Rahman, U. H. (2019). Diversity Management and the Role of Leader. Open Economics, 2(1), 30-39. 
[iv] Gajšt, N. (2014). Business English as a lingua franca–a cross-cultural perspective of teaching English for 
business purposes. English Language Overseas Perspectives and Enquiries, ELOPE: E 11(2), 77-87. 
  Palmer-Silveira, J. (2019). Introducing Business Presentations to Non-Native Speakers of English: Communication 
Strategies and Intercultural Awareness.  





From a biological perspective, we are not all that different. We humans share 
99.9% of our DNA, making us less genetically varied than any other species, 
including the chimpanzee, our nearest relative[i]. We are much more alike than 
unlike and we all pretty much need the same things. We respond to warmth and 
humor and share the need for connection and communication. 
  
Post-Covid communication will need to get serious about projecting diversity, 
inclusion and belonging. And, pick up the pace. The communicate-understand-
implement-learn-repeat sequence is growing ever faster as we hurtle into the 
future[ii].  

Whether it’s high-speed scale-ups onboarding a fully remote workforce, a new 
global product rollout that needs to be picked up by sales teams simultaneously 
across the globe, concepts need to be instantly understandable by a broad 
demographic for rapid implementation.  
  
We still put great emphasis on text-based communication even though it’s 
painfully slow and ignores the needs of non-native speakers. We still stubbornly 
use text-heavy PowerPoints to train people. We still write long-form white papers 
to explain our new ideas that few people have the time to read or sufficiently 
understand thanks to our varying command of language.  

We send out lengthy, wordy newsletter emails, filled with words, words, words… 
and at the same time, say nothing. Nothing, because they often go unread. They 
linger in our inboxes waiting for just the right moment when we have 45 
consecutive minutes with no interruptions, no meetings, no deadlines and no 
noise.  
  
Reams of text take time to consume, require high levels of linguistic ability, 
demand long-form focus and are difficult to share digitally[iii]. Long-form written 
messaging is designed for one-way communication. It is a broadcast from 
speaker to receiver, and that is where it ends. Top-down and unidirectional, it is 
uninterested in how the message lands or whether it is understood. This is 
communication belonging to another age. 

[i] Ramsey, L. and Lee, S. “Humans share almost all of our DNA with cats, cattle and mice”, The Independent. 
Accessed November 23, 2020. https://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/human-dna-share-cats-cattle-mice-
same-genetics-code-a8292111.html  
   Jorde, L. B. 2003. Genetic variation and human evolution. American Society of Human Genetics. Available at: 
https://www.ashg.org/education/pdf/geneticvariation.pdf (accessed November 23, 2020). 
[ii] Perreault (2012). The pace of cultural evolution. PLoS One. 
[iii] Ihator (2001). Communication style in the information age. Corporate Communications: An International Journal. 
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Long-form text is not your friend in a crisis.  
  
A crisis is an unforeseen emergency that takes hold of us from out of nowhere. A crisis 
cannot be met with a prepared, gamed-out response plan nor can crisis communication 
be pre-written and stakeholder pre-approved. Only fast-paced creative thinking can 
identify solutions to quickly-changing scenarios followed by disciplined action, supported 
by effective messaging. The cycle is circular and iterative, a disciplined communicate-
listen two-step.  
  
Good crisis response is a competitive business advantage in our new age of global 
uncertainty. Organizations that do this well recover quickly and even exceed pre-crisis 
value with stocks closing an average 7% higher one year later[i]. A poor crisis response 
rocks an organization back on its heels, implementing ill-considered, scattershot reactive 
responses.  

Getting crisis communication right is an essential part of the business proposition, for the 
short-term (getting past the crisis) and long-term (crisis-proofing the future). These two 
goals are equally necessary, in equal measure to build a sustained, crisis-proof 
advantage. 

[i] Garcia, H. F. (2006). Effective leadership response to crisis. Strategy & Leadership. 









Terminology for the Post-Covid Age 
  
Barista to Boardroom* – an approach to the implementation of communication 
and/or learning that is targeted for every level of the organization. 
  
Customer Education – marketing materials designed to enrich a potential 
customer’s understanding of an aspect of the industry which might impel them 
to purchase a new product or service. An indirect marketing technique. 
  
Enterprise Social Media – the use of digital social networks that share business 
interests and activities. Often a result of enterprise social software used by large 
companies to organize communication, collaboration and other aspects of their 
intranets.  
  
H2H Communication* – “Human 2 Human”: messaging which is designed to 
recreate a conversation between two people. 
  
Media-Rich – digital messaging which goes beyond text. Animation, video and 
even still imagery or stand-alone audio can all be considered “rich” when 
compared with pure text communication.  
  
Micromessaging* – communication designed for digital platforms for single-
issue messaging, designed for social delivery and mobile consumption. Uses 
minimal text and supported by visuals, animation, video or sound. 
  
Listen-communicate two-step* – With every outgoing communication stream 
there is an equal and opposite response from the receiver, which is an integral 
part of the complete cycle. This can only be collected with robust, built-in 
listening channels. 
  
Listening channels* – the means of collecting a real-time response from the 
targets of the communication. Whether for social media or traditional newsletter-
style emails, listening channels are only effective if the information received back 
from the public is heard and impacts further communication and/or policy. 
  
Iterative Communication* – communication which more closely resembles an 
organic, H2H conversation, where the direction and tone of the original message 
changes reactively to the incoming response of the listener. 
  
Storytelling – communication which is based on a narrative, necessarily a 
human-based tale which the listener is able to relate to on a visceral, personal 
basis.



Sympathetic Presencing – originally conceived for the medical and nursing 
industry, the practice of relating to a person with whom you are having a 
business relationship on a human level, employing empathy, non-judgmental 
listening and (physical) presence. 
  
Vertical group – a target group for messaging which is highly diverse in terms 
of linguistic ability, educational level, and cognitive capacity. A more challenging 
target than a homogenous group for the design of educational material. 
  
Visual Communication* – communication which is text-minimal and image-
heavy. Telling the story with pictures rather than words. 














