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The friction between two opposing forces.   
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Contrast, Beginning to End
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13. 
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Embedded principles and beliefs that guide 
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Using one’s imagination to create original ideas. 
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Deus ex Machina
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Fundamental principles of animated  
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Affect as Information Theory
Emotion provides an important source of  
information for decision-making. 

2
Allegory
A narrative that expresses an alternative or 
hidden meaning.

3
Analogy (Design by Analogy, DbA)
The comparison between two things for the 
purpose of explanation or clarification.

4
Anthropomorphism
The application of human characteristics to 
nonhuman entities.

5
Archetypes 
Universal patterns recognizable to all human 
beings.   

6
Aspiration
The desire or ambition to achieve something. 

7
Calls to Action
An invitation for an audience to act.  

8
Ceremonies and  Rituals
The way humans practice and observe their 
customs, both formally and informally. 

9
Character Relatability
An audience’s ability to relate and draw a con-
nection to characters in a story.  

10
Choreography
The movement and sequencing of events, peo-
ple, products, services, and experiences. 
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Jekyll and Hyde Syndrome
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The theory and practice of dramatic composition.
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Emotion
The instinctive responses to external stimuli.

23
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The ability to understand the feelings and 
needs of others.

24
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A brief phrase, quotation, or poem that acts as 
a preface to a story.

25
Essence Model
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Ethics
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information. 
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Narrative Transportation
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Watching humans being.

59
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60
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The fictional representation of real humans. 
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Phenomenology 
The exploration of phenomena and human 
experience.
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Plot
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The conveyance of information from one  
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I was about to fly from Los Angeles to New York. It was 
a few days before Thanksgiving. Three months earlier, 
I moved to Hollywood and began a Fellowship at the 
American Film Institute. My studio apartment, blocks 
from Hollywood Boulevard, with its murphy bed and 
circa 1970s furniture, lent to the mystique of my new 
home. Moving here from New York was as different 
as different could be. But I was in my happy place, im-
mersed in an industry steeped in once upon a times. 

In preparation for my flight, I jammed several film 
scripts into my backpack, intending to read each one 
during my five-plus-hour flight. I was headed home to 
spend a few days in reality, where real drama happened 
as opposed to the shrink-wrapped drama of Hollywood. 
There would be no opportunities to say cut when some-
one misbehaved or action when things got dull.

I arrived at my gate as the flight began to board. I took 
my window seat, and within a few minutes, a man sat 
down in the aisle seat next to me. I wore a button-down 
shirt and jeans; my hair was long and thick. I had no 
idea that male pattern baldness was only months away 
from taking its grip on me. He was in a suit, with a 
large briefcase, tightly cut hair, and a newly formed 
belly that was evidence of too many hours working at a 
desk. He was at least ten years my senior. 

We did the friendly nod thing, acknowledging each 
other but making a silent commitment not to engage 
in meaningless banter during the flight. We were soon 
aloft. As we leveled off at 35,000 feet, we enjoyed a glass 
of complimentary wine, and we began to engage in the 
banter we silently agreed not to moments earlier. My 
seatmate introduced himself as Charles; he had a Brit-
ish accent and invited me to call him Chas. He pulled a 

large black book from his briefcase. I pulled two scripts 
from my backpack. While I attempted to focus on my 
scripts, I could not take my eyes off Chas’s tome, a very 
large unadorned book with black and white pages, and 
lots of charts. He told me he was an investment banker 
and, if successful, this would make his firm tens of mil-
lions of dollars and himself a big bonus. How do you 
know it will make you money, I asked and what story 
does your book tell? 

Chas began to share details. He pointed to a pie chart 
and said the big slice, in red, represented the profits the 
investors would realize. I asked if red meant to stop or 
lose rather than gain or go… He said yes, good point, 
“I’ll change it to green – the color of money.” I nodded. 
He breezed through other exhibits, many of which he 
admitted had nothing to do with the real value of his 
offering. So why include them? He’d crossed out sev-
eral pages. I asked who would benefit from this “deal”? 
When I pushed him just a bit, he told me that the in-
vestment would lead to thousands of jobs in Northern 
California that was devastated by wildfires. Many peo-
ple lost their homes, farms, and sources of income. He 
went on to tell me that several new schools would be 
built as well as homes, and markets that would further 
economic growth. 

I asked Chas to show me where all that great informa-
tion was in his book. It did not exist. This was a book 
of numbers, not a story. We began to rethink his story, 
focusing on how the community was in trouble, how 
they would benefit from this investment, and how 
the bank and investors would profit from the region’s 
growth. We identified several individuals, and govern-
ment officials who would likely stand at the threshold 
of this initiative to slow it down or stop it for their own 

Introduction
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benefit. I was back in my comfort zone, writing a story 
for human consumption. 

I was borrowing from my lifelong passion for story-
telling. With Chas, I was developing a story that in-
cluded real people, real life, and real consequences. In 
due course Chas understood that his story had to prog-
ress beyond the bounds of a spreadsheet, and I had an 
epiphany at 35,000 feet. Until that moment, my world 
of storytelling and design was about compelling an au-
dience to respond emotionally to fiction; to empathize 
with fake people, fake places, and fake situations. But 
I realized I could use my passion for design and story-
telling to make a difference in the real world. 

As a multidisciplinary designer, I grew my mission 
over the past twenty-five years. I sought to distill the 
essence of storytelling for the broader design commu-
nity, unlocking its transformative potential as a cre-
ative form of expression and influence. My aim? To em-
power fellow designers to craft compelling narratives 
and leverage storytelling principles to infuse depth and 
resonance into their work.

The culmination of this effort is presented here in 
“Universal Principles of Storytelling for Designers.” 
This compilation consists of one hundred principles 
that underpin storytelling’s emotional and value-driv-
en impact. Drawing inspiration from classical theatre, 
literature, anthropology, psychology, philosophy, and 
film, these principles are arranged alphabetically and 
organized into five categories.

•Literary Devices: These tools serve as conduits for 
conveying meaning, elucidating a story’s intent, and 
influencing human emotions.

•Structure: Representing a story’s blueprint, this ele-
ment systematically orchestrates the sequence of nar-
rative events.

•Emotions: Functioning as resonant threads, emotions are 
pivotal in guiding humans toward transformative behaviors.

•Psychology + Philosophy : This category provides in-
sights into how humans receive and respond to stimuli, 
enriching the narrative with depth and resonance.

•Methods/Tools: Encompassing storytelling’s me-
chanical and aesthetic facets, these elements wield sig-
nificant influence over the transformation process.

Each principle is presented in a two-page layout, with 
a written composition on the left panel and an illustra-
tive element or text-based descriptor on the right panel. 
I include a “see also” on most pages that will direct you 
to other contextually relevant principles within 
this book. 

I will refer to humans in many different ways across 
these pages, including consumer, user, or audience. 
When possible, I’ll add context. However, in each in-
stance, I refer to the human who is consuming, creat-
ing, or embracing a story or a design.

There is no specific order one needs to follow; choose 
your own journey, perhaps starting with happily ever 
after and moving to emotion and empathy.

Consider these one hundred principles as a means to 
bring about human transformation. I hope they inspire 
your future designs and stories. 
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In crafting a story, designers will undoubtedly focus 
on form and function, but that alone might not suffice. 
Humans make decisions by balancing practical consid-
erations with emotions. As you craft your story, consid-
er emotion as a source of information for decision-mak-
ing. Humans rely on emotion when we lack the ability 
or motivation to consider all objective factors. In such 
scenarios, emotions are pivotal when assessing wheth-
er a product, service, experience, or design harmonizes 
with personal preferences, desires, and values. 
  
For instance, an individual apprehensive about flying 
may choose to take a bus based on their emotions rath-
er than considering the statistically proven fact that air 
travel is considerably safer than alternative modes of 
transportation.
 
Imagine two patients undergoing the same invasive 
procedure. Both report identical post-procedure dis-
comfort levels. However, Patient One receives post-pro-
cedure care marked by empathy and attention, while 
Patient Two receives only essential care with minimal 
empathy and a lackluster bedside manner. Patient One 
enthusiastically confirms their intent to return to the 
medical practice, whereas Patient Two explores alter-
native options.

A Gallup study showed that 70 percent of guests at a 
luxury hotel made decisions based on emotion, with 
only 30 percent relying on rational factors. The study 
focused on the significance of physical attributes, such 
as lobbies and rooms, versus the emotional impact of 
feeling welcomed and valued.

Consider the following steps to enhance the emotional 
impact of your story.

1. Employ vibrant language, vivid imagery, and sen-
sory details to ignite emotion.

2.  Minimize technical jargon that might overwhelm 
your audience’s cognitive capacity and detract 
from the story’s emotional center. 

3. Recognize the subjectivity of emotions; ensure 
your message resonates as intended by testing it 
with multiple audiences.

4. Make your story personal by demonstrating your 
own emotions and authenticity.

Affect as 
Information Theory
Emotion provides an important source 
of information for decision-making.

1/100

Emotion

See also: 
Emotion | Phenomenology | Show, Don’t Tell

e



13



14

The cover design of the Beatles’ Abbey Road album is 
rich in allegory, reminiscent of the longstanding tradi-
tion of embedding hidden messages within graphical, 
literary, and illustrative compositions. 

The album cover depicts the four band members casu-
ally crossing Abbey Road in London. Delving into the 
hidden messages, Paul’s bare feet sparked a conspiracy 
theory suggesting his demise in a car accident and re-
placement with a lookalike on the album cover. Notably, 
he marches out of step with the rest of the group. The 
presence of a white Volkswagen with the tag “28IF” adds 
intrigue, implying Paul would have been twenty-eight 
years old “if he survived,” despite being twenty-seven at 
the time. A police vehicle, typically linked to traffic fa-
talities, is parked nearby, and the formation of the four 
men resembles a funeral procession—with George as the 
gravedigger, Paul as the deceased, Ringo as the congre-
gation, and John as the priest. This album cover serves as 
a compelling example of contemporary allegory.

A classic instance of allegorical expression manifests 
in Pieter Brueghel the Younger’s painting, The Alche-
mist. Within this artwork, the alchemist endeavors to 
transform base metal into gold—an audacious and un-
attainable pursuit. His wife scours her bag for coins, 

indicating their desperation for money. A fool can be 
seen feverishly fanning the flames of the alchemist’s 
fire despite the group’s irrational attempt to make gold. 
In the painting’s upper right corner, the alchemist’s 
family begs for coins as if predicting the future, hinting 
at the dire consequences of the alchemist’s imprudent 
actions leading the family into poverty. Notably, during 
the 17th century, when this painting was created, al-
chemy had been discredited. Brueghel’s message serves 
as a warning, cautioning viewers against partaking in 
such folly, emphasizing that the potential repercus-
sions, involving dishonesty and avarice, are not worth 
the risk.

Though the concept of crafting allegories may appear 
antiquated, this technique exposes the inherent value 
of a concept while encouraging deeper analysis. The 
success of an allegory lies in the creative transforma-
tion of a concrete idea into a semifictional form that 
heightens its essence and value. While allegories are 
expected to depict life in an amplified manner, their 
purpose is not to bewilder or create a narrative that re-
quires strain to decipher. Providing subtle clues within 
every allegory is imperative, maintaining an element of 
truth even beneath its seeming abstract surface.

Allegory
A narrative that expresses 
an alternative or hidden meaning.

2/100

Literary Device

See also: 
Analogy (Design by Analogy, DbA) | Metaphors | Archetypes

LD



The success of an 
allegory lies in the 
creative transformation 
of a concrete idea into 
a semi-fictional  form 
that heightens its 
essence and value.
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Design by analogy (DbA) identifies the shared char-
acteristics and purposes between two entities. Many 
examples of DbA currently exist, the most popular 
being biomimicry, where the inspiration for a design 
is inspired by nature. For instance, swimming flippers 
were inspired by the feet of aquatic birds. The seeds, or 
burrs, of the burdock plant inspired the hook-and-loop 
system that enables Velcro to work. 

Architecture provides numerous instances of DbA, 
such as the Wuxi Grand Theatre with its multiple roofs 
ingeniously inspired by the form of a butterfly. Simi-
larly, the Auditorio de Tenerife Adán Martín replicates 
the graceful curvature of a palm leaf, while the York-
shire Diamond Pavilion artfully mirrors the atomic 
structure of a diamond. Describing the Wuxi Grand 
Theatre might prove challenging, without acknowl-
edging its inspiration from the butterfly. 

Analogies act as a micronarrative, offering instant con-
text for an audience. It is crucial to exercise self-aware-
ness before formulating an analogy, as they have the 
potential to either elucidate or confound. Additionally, 
it’s essential to consider the influence of language and 
culture, as they can shape how an analogy is perceived 
and acted upon. Use analogies to express and simplify 
the value of a difficult-to-explain concept. 

Analogies are about making connections, so include 
conventional and ordinary phrases that provide strong 
comparisons. 

The following is a list of analogy types. 

Part to whole - 

Cause to effect - 
Source to product - 

Object to purpose - 

General to specific - 

User to tool - 

Synonyms  - 

Antonyms  - 

Analogy 
(Design by Analogy, DbA)
The comparison between two things 
for clarification.

3/100

Literary Device

See also: 
Conflict | Deductions | Metaphors

LD

Miami is to Florida as New York is 
to the United States.
Snow is to ice as fire is to smoke.
Lemons are to lemonade as water 
is to ice.
Steering wheel is to turn as pen is 
to write.
Airplane is to 737 as the United 
Kingdom is to London.
Carpenter is to hammer as artist is 
to paintbrush.
Happy is too joyful as angry is to 
furious.
Up is to down as left is to right.
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Order and disorder exist in a 
dynamic relationship.
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During my recent stay at a Chicago hotel, a robot  
delivered items I requested directly to my room. While 
I understood these machines lacked life, their anthro-
pomorphic features—a semblance of eyes, a mouth, 
and a communicative screen—created a compelling 
illusion of a human interaction. Engaging with these 
robots felt like a genuine human exchange, complete 
with the ability to rate its level of service on its screen 
(suggesting the robot actually cared about the service 
it was performing).

Much like recognizing faces in clouds or perceiving a 
friendly smile in a car grill, there’s a magnetic allure 
to designs resembling human features or personalities. 
Designers often imbue their creations with anthro-
pomorphic qualities. For instance, the 1915 Coca-Cola 
bottle, known as the “contour” or “Mae West” bottle, 
was recognized for mimicking the curvature of the fe-
male body. This design was not explicit but offered just 
enough of a clue for customers to identify the human 
likeness. 

Anthropomorphism extends beyond design; it’s a po-
tent storytelling tool. Incorporating descriptors that 
assign human attributes to nonsentient things inten-
sifies the audience’s emotional response. This approach 

aids in memory and awareness and fosters empathy 
toward nonliving entities. Humans are inherently ego-
centric and drawn to characteristics reminiscent of 
themselves, fostering connections with and confidence 
in nonsentient objects.

I headed up the global design team for an ATM man-
ufacturer. After reviewing hours of security footage, 
I observed dispassionate ATM users (as dispassionate 
as the machines they interacted with). Redesigning the 
entire user experience was impractical, so I focused on 
evoking emotion without significant changes. We sim-
ulated a broken machine. Instead of an undecipherable 
technical error message on a screen, the malfunction-
ing ATM displayed the following: 

“I am not feeling well. Please visit one of my friends to my 
left or right.” 

The response was remarkable. People expressed con-
cern, including one grandmotherly customer who 
tapped the machine where its head would be and said, 
“Feel better.” This experiment turned a transaction into 
a relationship and, more importantly, a story. A small, 
low-cost experiment showcased the power of anthro-
pomorphism in design and storytelling.

Anthropomorphism
The application of human 
characteristics to nonhuman entities.
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Archetypes | Character Relatability | Personas
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Incorporating  
descriptors that assign 
human attributes to  
non-sentient things 
intensifies the  
audience’s emotional 
response.
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“User-centric” is a ubiquitous term in the design world, 
but “user” lacks the depth of genuine human attributes. 
Archetypes inject a level of precision and recognizabil-
ity into the abstract concept of a user, transforming it 
into a more relatable portrayal. Beyond the individu-
al user, all things designed possess the capacity to be 
linked with human archetypal traits. Even the most 
straightforward designs can exhibit traits that mirror 
the fundamental patterns seen in human archetypes. 
And some of the most popular brands have adopted ar-
chetypal features that infuse vitality into the very es-
sence of the organization they represent.

For example:

Harley-Davidson is recognized as The Rebel.
Jeep has been referred to as The Explorer.
LEGO and Crayola are broadly known as The Creator.

The archetype phenomenon is deeply rooted in our 
collective unconscious—a theory introduced by Swiss 
psychiatrist Carl Jung in the early 19th century. The col-
lective unconscious represents instincts common to all 

humans and, based on our ancestral memories, memo-
ries that are inherited or organically passed from genera-
tion to generation. What emerged from Jung’s theory is a 
database of human traits that help us better understand 
with whom and with what we are interacting. 

When we encounter individuals, groups, or prod-
ucts demonstrating distinct archetypal traits, a sense 
of connection, security, and reassurance organically 
draws our attention. At this point, we decide to ap-
proach or avoid. 

Design weaves a captivating relationship between its 
creations and the individuals for whom they are in-
tended, converging within archetypal frameworks. As-
signing an archetype to a design will assist in clarifying 
its personality, value, and approachability. Use arche-
typal traits in the stories you tell about your designs 
whenever possible. Take a moment and consider arche-
types that could be associated with the humans who 
surround you; yourself; and the products, services, and 
experiences you design. 

Archetypes
Universal patterns recognizable to all 
human beings (and Carl Jung).
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Hero Caregiver

Citizen Explorer

Jester

Rebel

Sovereign

Magician

Creator

Sage

Innocent

Lover
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Aspirations embody the deep-seated desires of indi-
viduals and groups who wish to pursue their goals and 
dreams. This inner drive prompts contemplation on 
the steps necessary to overcome challenges that may 
appear daunting—if not insurmountable—in pursuit of 
aspirations. Consequently, nothing is more gratifying 
than encountering something, someone, or a story that 
enables or hastens the realization of an aspiration. This 
is where the intersection of design and storytelling be-
comes pivotal.

Integrating aspirations into design narratives instills 
hope, making seemingly daunting goals attainable. 
Successful aspirational narratives fortify the bond with 
consumers and unveil heightened levels of empathy. 
Numerous brands showcase their adept understanding 
of consumer aspirations by skillfully blending design 
and storytelling, creating a compelling and resonant 
experience.

For instance, take Patagonia, the esteemed outdoor 
clothing and gear company. It forges a profound con-
nection with its clientele by skillfully crafting aspira-
tional narratives, like “Say Goodbye to Forever Chem-
icals” and “All the Hemp That Fits.” These narratives 
serve as a vibrant showcase, shedding light on the envi-
ronmental benefits of cultivating hemp and the health 
advantages of a chemical-free product line. Patagonia’s 
design ethos aligns seamlessly with the aspirations of 
its consumers to embrace environmental friendliness, 
and it tells that story very well.

This commitment extends beyond the digital realm, 
finding tangible expression in physical stores that tran-

scend traditional storytelling. Patagonia’s dedication to 
the environment permeates its retail spaces, character-
ized by natural finishes, wide-open spaces, and tan-
gible evidence of its environmental pledge. Patagonia 
goes beyond the transaction of goods and services, ex-
tending a commitment to its consumers to help them 
achieve their environmental aspirations. 

When constructing an aspirational narrative, unveil-
ing its purpose before its utility is crucial. Purpose 
describes the intent of the aspiration, not its techni-
cal attributes. To seamlessly integrate aspirations into 
your narrative, ponder these questions:

1. Who are the individuals you seek to assist, and 
what are their aspirations?

2. What fuels their passion for realizing these aspira-
tions?

3. Does the aspiration resonate with a specific demo-
graphic, or is it universally embraced?

4. What hurdles stand in the way of turning these as-
pirations into reality?

5. Can you draw parallels or analogies to express 
your understanding of these aspirations?

Do your best to take on your audience’s authentic 
voice, as they must believe you believe in their aspira-
tions. 

Aspiration
The desire or ambition to 
achieve something.
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Motivating your audience to buy a product, collabo-
rate, or even download a document hinges on deliver-
ing a compelling call to action (CTA). User Experience 
(UX) designers strategically incorporate CTAs using 
buttons, shopping carts, and persuasive text, purposely 
shaping user experiences that encourage action.

A CTA might encourage an audience to seize a limit-
ed-time deal or simply sit back, relax, and enjoy the 
unfolding of a narrative. Some CTAs instill a fear of 
missing out (FOMO), while others are seamlessly wo-
ven into a story to assert control over an audience. 

CTAs come in various forms, from guiding users 
through digital environments to navigating physical 
environments, like retail stores that direct shoppers 
to visit overlooked and under-shopped areas. I’ve em-
bedded CTAs in hotels and airports to hasten the flow 
of guests and travelers while influencing where they 
might eat and shop. Even a traffic signal is a CTA, im-
parting critical information to drivers. The success of a 
CTA depends on the perceived value awaiting the audi-
ence on the other side of an action—a value that must 
be conveyed in your narrative.

Be careful, however, as overly aggressive CTAs may 
lead to disengagement, while passivity risks being 
overlooked. It’s crucial to strike a balance. Consider 
what level of urgency your audience will tolerate. 

Compelling CTAs demand clarity, starting with solid 
command verbs that eliminate ambiguity and decisive-
ly guide the audience. This clarity reduces decision fa-
tigue and responsibility. Writing CTAs in the first per-
son fosters trust and confidence, making your audience 
feel as if they are empowered and part of the action. 
When an audience feels a CTA was written specifically 
for them, they are more likely to act. 

Strategic CTAs generate anticipation by providing 
enough information, leaving the audience eager for 
more details, which can be revealed post-action. It’s 
essential to avoid cluttering your CTA with elements 
that detract from the primary request and subse-
quent value.

CTAs do not have to be associated with physical ac-
tivities. Heineken and Apple used calls to action to en-
courage a lifestyle change. Heineken seeks to motivate 
humans to bond with people different than themselves, 
perhaps over a beer. Apple’s call to action is to think 
differently creatively and possibly aspire to be as great 
as the individuals in their ads. Hulu’s call to action re-
places the expected “buy now” with “plan your movie 
night.” Hulu takes the pressure off buying and puts the 
spotlight on what is desired.

Calls to Action
An invitation for an audience to act.

7/100

Literary Device

See also: 
Essence Model | Kano and Storytelling | The Peak-End Rule

LD



Compelling CTAs 
demand clarity, starting 
with solid command 
verbs that eliminate 
ambiguity and  
decisively guide 
the audience.



26

American botanist and author Robin Wall Kimmerer 
says, “Ceremony focuses attention so that attention 
becomes intention. If you stand together and profess 
a thing before your community, it holds you account-
able.” This is evident in the design community, where 
we engage in multiple ceremonies and rituals, such as 
design critiques, stand-ups, brainstorming sessions, re-
search, and more. The attention we pay to these cer-
emonies and rituals translates directly into the inten-
tionality behind our work.

What does this have to do with storytelling? Ceremo-
nies, rituals, and stories produce the same results. They 
are felt personally, resulting in physical, spiritual, and 
emotional bonds with other humans. Humans become 
agreeable when engaged in all three activities, even 
those who fundamentally disagree with one another. 
If you partake in ceremonies and rituals as a part of 
your design practice, embed those experiences in the 
stories you tell. Let your audience know how these ac-

tivities make a difference in your work. If you do not 
engage in ceremonies with your design team, devise 
one or two that represent how you bond as a team or 
how an element of your design process contributes to a 
healthy culture. 

Consider the unboxing of an Apple product, which 
transcends mere packaging—it is a carefully de-
signed and executed ceremony. The gradual sepa-
ration of the box lid, the unveiling of the product, 
and the meticulous disassembly of each component 
create a sensory and, for some, sensual experience. 
Retaining Apple product boxes by a significant per-
centage of customers is not solely driven by resale 
value; it’s a testament to the emotional resonance of 
the unboxing ceremony. 

Embedding ceremonies and rituals, whether ordi-
nary or extraordinary, within a design narrative ele-
vates its value. 

Ceremonies and Rituals
The way humans practice their 
customs, both formally 
and informally.
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When you tell a story, you invite others into your nar-
rative space. For those unfamiliar with the characters 
in your story, it is your responsibility to introduce 
attributes and peculiarities that foster connections. 
Those characters might include designers, consumers, 
stakeholders, or the design itself. 

Until your audience understands the character’s mo-
tivations, likes, dislikes, abilities, and failures, it will 
be challenging to immerse themselves in the narra-
tive. The relationship between a character and an 
audience thrives when there’s an acknowledgment 
of the character’s significance to the story as well as 
an understanding of their distinguishing qualities. 
In fiction, characters move plots along and create in-
trigue for an audience. 

In design narratives, characters do the same thing. 
When successful, they foster an enduring appeal. 
When unsuccessful, they prompt swift disengagement. 
The key lies in establishing relatability or the audi-
ence’s ability to connect with characters meaningfully. 
It’s crucial to note that relatability without interest and 
intrigue risks making a character tedious, resulting in 
audience disengagement. Intrigue could be achieved 
through foreshadowing, hinting about a character 
during exposition, and creating anticipation. Similarly, 

interest relies on the same mechanism that keeps audi-
ences engaged in mysteries by including a sense of ur-
gency. This can be achieved by carefully inferring the 
benefits related to your design without revealing details 
all at once.

The following five attributes assist in creating high lev-
els of character relatability:

1. Like all humans, characters should have flaws and 
vulnerabilities, which do not weaken them but 
make them relatable. 

2. Assigning aspirations, goals, and purpose to char-
acters humanizes them and demonstrates that they 
have agency. 

3. Small, unexpected details, like a fearsome villain 
stopping for ice cream, can add depth and nuance 
to a character.

4. Characters can be assigned emotions and values. 
Whether aligned with the audience’s or not, these 
emotions and values provide the basis for under-
standing the character’s actions and motivations. 

5. During the exposition phase, don’t forget to pro-
vide a character’s origin story. Explore where they 
came from and why they were created. Add con-
flicts, difficulties, and opportunities that shaped 
their existence. 

 

Character Relatability
An audience’s ability to relate and 
draw a connection to characters
in a story.
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Every design incorporates components of movement 
or the deliberate orchestration of events that express 
a design’s form, function, and value. Integrating them 
into your storytelling will vividly illustrate the design’s 
simplicity, complexity, and impact.

User Experience (UX) choreography is like a dance. It 
requires precise movements, from a click to a pause as 
the screen elements refresh: click, drag, drop, pause, 
click, drag, drop, pause. These actions simulate, met-
aphorically speaking, dance and, most certainly, 
rhythm. Dancers prepare themselves by practicing, 
rehearsing, and strengthening. Designers do the same 
through prototyping, testing, and iterating. 

Choreography is also a prominent contributor to the 
successful design of physical environments like hotels, 
retail stores, airports, houses of worship, and more. 
Embracing choreography involves understanding the 
preferred movements of those traversing an environ-
ment. It is also a method for purposely compelling 
guests to move where, when, and for how long—all of 
which are required for an optimal experience. 

The London Underground orchestrates a remarkable 
display of diagrammatic choreography, skillfully ar-
ranging station sequences and train directions and how 
they interconnect. This well-regarded graphical narra-
tive empowers passengers to choreograph their jour-
neys intuitively. The map streamlines movements with 
the exclusive use of vertical, horizontal, and 45-degree 
lines. Notably, it accentuates central London stations 
while compressing lines and stations in more remote 
areas. The map unveils the potential for a synchronized 
dance between humans and trains. Esteemed dance 
choreographers, such as Bob Fosse or Martha Graham, 
crafted distinctive choreographies by establishing per-
missible and restricted movements—akin to how the 
London Underground precisely dictates and permits 
specific travel routes. 

When composing your design narrative, integrate the 
essential user interactions and movements that lead to 
success. Take inspiration from the seamless flow of the 
London Underground, and always feel free to represent 
these movements graphically.

Choreography
The movement and sequencing of 
events, people, products, services, 
and experiences.
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Conflict serves as a catalyst for transformation, ignit-
ing the designer’s passion for crafting solutions to hu-
man challenges. Conflict not only exists between hu-
mans but also includes the struggles between humans 
and places, technology, society, and nature, as long as 
two things disagree or oppose each other’s disposition. 
Audiences become engaged when conflicts arise, offer-
ing a deeper insight into strengths, vulnerabilities, and 
motivations.

There are two primary classes of conflict: internal and 
external. Internal conflict occurs when opposing forces 
reside within a single character or entity. For instance, 
a character embarks on a painful internal deliberation, 
grappling with moral dilemmas and weighing the righ-
teousness of their decisions. Conversely, external con-
flict arises from sources beyond a character’s control. In 
such cases, he must act deliberately while recognizing 
that the conflict and underlying motivations originated 
outside of himself. 

There are six fundamental types of opposing forces 
that generate conflict:

1. Character versus Character(s): This conflict in-
volves complex individuals with opposing beliefs 

and motivations, such as heroes versus villains or 
Montagues versus Capulets.

2. Character versus Society: This conflict involves a 
character that challenges governments, organiza-
tions, or corruption, a character driven by a deep 
passion to overcome his opposition.

3. Character versus Nature: Conflicts with nature are 
often formidable, requiring persistence and cre-
ative thinking to ensure survival or adaptation.

4. Character versus Technology: Characters may 
conflict with technology when it malfunctions, is 
misused, or clashes with others who employ it for 
nefarious purposes.

5. Character versus The Supernatural: Confronting 
the supernatural involves facing the unknown, a 
terrifying force without prior knowledge to guide 
the way. 

6. Character versus Self: This internal conflict re-
volves around moral dilemmas, where characters 
must carefully deliberate their choices, often de-
picted as the classic angel on one shoulder and dev-
il on the other.

Conflict appeals to all humans, capturing and holding 
our attention until a resolution is designed. 

Conflict
The friction between two 
opposing forces.
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Stories and designs are catalysts for transformation, 
guiding us from familiarity and the status quo toward a 
new and distinct reality. In design, the status quo marks 
our awareness of a problem or opportunity in need of 
change. In storytelling, it signifies the ordinary world 
before it undergoes a transformation, ideally leading to 
improvement.

Before the start of a vacation, there is an ordinary 
world, a status quo. The vacationer is tired, bored at 
work, and stressed about family issues. Upon return-
ing, he is relaxed, has clarity of thought, is more cre-
ative, and hits the ground running. If we do not know 
his state (in the ordinary world) before the vacation, 
it will be challenging to appreciate the effect of his 
time away. 

Before designing a solution for a village in drought-strick-
en sub-Saharan Africa, suffering, disease, and little hope 
exist, if one is unaware of the desperation in the ordinary 

world, the return of freshwater will seem less impactful; 
the narrative will be ineffective, and fewer people will 
invest or provide resources. Moreover, if the story be-
gins with the innovative filtration system instead of the 
existing human problem, the audience will never under-
stand the enormity of the transformation.

The distinctiveness between a pre-transformed world 
and transformation must be well-defined. This dis-
tinctive otherness constitutes one of the most crucial 
elements of your story. Failing to portray this contrast 
makes it challenging to appreciate the transformation’s 
significance and the depth, breadth, and effort required 
to execute impactful change. 

Reflect on your portfolio of designs, and tell a very 
brief story about the beginning and end, leaving out 
everything in between. 

Contrast, Beginning to End
A distinct otherness must exist 
between the beginning and end of 
your story.
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Crafting a set of core values has become essential for 
businesses, providing a foundational framework that 
encapsulates the beliefs, principles, and ideals guiding 
a brand. Integrating these values into a design narra-
tive profoundly influences consumers and benefactors. 
Consider a design story interwoven with the core value 
of environmental friendliness—consumers who choose 
this design, consciously or subconsciously, align them-
selves with the commitment to sustainability. Those 
already embracing this core value reinforce their ded-
ication, while those unfamiliar have the value reflected 
upon them.

Equally crucial is integrating core values into a design 
team’s practice—communicating the moral principles 
underpinning their work and the stories they tell. This 
fosters strong connections with clients and consumers 
who share these values.

In fiction, core values help distinguish between pro-
tagonists and antagonists, symbolizing the dichotomy 
of good versus evil. In real life, core values might de-
termine the willingness of a consumer to approach or 
avoid a design.

The essence of core values often lies in their intangible 
benefits and the promises they extend to consumers. 
They are intricately linked to emotions that shape per-
ceptions of a design and its creators. However, authen-
tic alignment between values and the entity they repre-
sent is crucial. Core values must genuinely motivate the 
entire design team and contribute to the overarching 
design and corporate culture.

When incorporating core values into a narrative, en-
sure they meet the following criteria:

1. Show they are being lived and motivate your team.
2. They are understandable and shareable through 

word of mouth and marketing.
3. They are relatable to all audiences.

Core values are adaptable. As culture, socioeconomic 
conditions, technology, and environments evolve, ad-
justing or adopting new values may be necessary. They 
serve as guidelines for an organization, determining ac-
cepted work, rejected work, the type of designers hired, 
and clients with whom you’d prefer to work.

Core Values
Embedded principles and beliefs that 
guide actions and behaviors.
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Rarely does a narrative unfold or a design materialize 
without an infusion of abundant creative energy. Even 
stories rooted in fact and driven by data require imagi-
native thought and careful consideration to ensure res-
onance with an audience. 

The mere mention of creativity often elicits diverse re-
actions, with one common response being, “I am not a 
creative person.” Despite some reluctance to embrace 
the label of being creative, the innate ability to imagine 
is universal. Nevertheless, for many, creative skills tend 
to diminish with age.

In 1968, Dr. George Land conducted a pioneering study 
that assessed the creativity of 1,600 children aged three 
to five enrolled in a Head Start program. The study uti-
lized a test originally developed for NASA to identify 
innovative engineers and scientists. Upon revisiting the 
same group at ages ten, fifteen, and through adulthood, 
the findings unveiled a percentage decline in creativity 
levels:

 •Test results among five-year-olds: 98 percent creative.
 •Test results among ten-year-olds: 30 percent creative.

 •Test results among fifteen-year-olds: 12 percent creative.
 •The same test given to 280,000 adults: 2 percent creative.

“What we have concluded is that noncreative behavior 
is learned,” stated Dr. George Land.

Storytelling acts as a creative catalyst for brainstorm-
ing, sparking innovation, and tapping into the collec-
tive imagination of a group. When creative atrophy 
takes its grip, try telling stories; it will free the imag-
ination. 

An insightful approach to creative storytelling aligns 
with the perspective of the US Patent Office, which un-
derscores three fundamental elements crucial for fos-
tering creativity.

 •Originality: An idea that is novel, unusual, or in-
dependent.

 •Usefulness: An idea that holds value and is likely 
to work, offering a solution to a problem.

 •Surprise: An idea that is not obvious, providing a 
unique twist or surprise, even if the essence of the 
idea is not entirely original.

Creativity 
Using one’s imagination to create 
original ideas.
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When we break data down to its smallest unit, “datum,” 
we find it to be one-dimensional, confined to its initial 
form, be it a word, image, genome, spreadsheet cell, or 
musical note. In this raw state, it lacks inherent mean-
ing. So, how can we imbue data with dimension and 
purpose? How does it become relevant—and action-
able—especially in a world where it is abundant, freely 
accessible, and rapidly expanding? 
  
Relevance and dimensionality emerge when data inte-
grates with other data, forming recognizable patterns 
and messages, much like musical notes on a score or-
chestrating a symphony. Data storytelling serves as 
the transformative mechanism that bridges the gap be-
tween knowledge (factual information), understanding 
(confidence and certainty), and wisdom (the ability to 
act). Data storytelling empowers the mind to efficient-
ly navigate extensive volumes of information, unveil-
ing concealed characteristics, patterns, anomalies, and 
evolving trends.
  
Data visualization is the primary tool that accelerates 
or makes a data story digestible, acting as the interme-
diary between data and the human mind. Users can 
validate their expectations and unearth the unexpect-
ed by revealing the connections between disparate data 
elements. In practical terms, data visualization conveys 

substantial structured and unstructured information 
across geographical and cultural boundaries. If effec-
tively done, a data story can be expressed without ver-
bal narratives. 
  
The goal of data storytelling is to unlock and clarify 
through visual exhibits information that would oth-
erwise remain concealed or hard to see. This does not 
require simplifying information. Instead, data story-
telling helps make data comprehensible and actionable. 

Data storytelling guidelines include:

 •Identify the data’s significance to your target 
audience. 

 •Assess the feasibility of conveying your story 
without verbal narration. 

 •Clearly articulate the desired actions for your 
audience post-engagement. 

 •Leverage all three axes—X, Y, and especially the 
Z-axis—for deeper insights. 

 •Incorporate context and contrast where possible. 
 •Exclude decorative elements or chart clutter; 

display only pertinent information.
 •Choose colors thoughtfully. 
 •Simplify technical complexity for broader com-

prehension.

Data Storytelling
Renders data into a consumable and 
actionable narrative.
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A deceptive cadence is a moment of surprise or a shift 
in tone that diverges from what one might anticipate. 
While it can be subtle, it typically carries a significant, 
even dramatic, impact. At the very least, it’s unmistak-
able and reveals something unforeseen.

I’ve drawn inspiration from music. An orchestra can 
initially immerse its audience in a serene melody, only 
to suddenly transition into a powerful overture. When 
executed with skill, this maneuver instantly capti-
vates the undivided attention of the audience, possibly 
revealing a characteristic, nuance, or aspect that had 
been intentionally concealed.

In storytelling, this strategy effectively alleviates audi-
ence fatigue, arouses their engagement, and encourages 
them to refocus and take notice. I was introduced to 
the concept of the deceptive cadence during a lecture 
by Maestro Benjamin Zander. Zander explained that 
composers often use this technique to “reclaim the 
listener’s attention,” a method frequently employed in 
horror films.

While we find comfort in predictable stories, it’s the 
unexpected—often unsettling—that truly captivates us, 
creating a more memorable and enjoyable experience. 

We are drawn to stories that skate on the periphery of 
what we anticipate. 

In the movie Carrie, the audience is led to believe that 
the young protagonist has met her demise, only for her 
hand to emerge from the ground during the film’s cli-
mactic moments. While we’ve become somewhat ac-
customed to such narrative twists, the revelation that 
Darth Vader is Luke’s father in the Star Wars series was 
undeniably mind-blowing. Similarly, Alfred Hitchcock 
masterfully delays the unveiling of Norman Bates’s 
mother in Psycho, initially presented as the driving 
force behind the story’s violence, only to reveal her as 
a lifeless corpse, with Norman adopting her persona.
 
In nonfiction, I frequently employ deceptive cadence 
when unveiling an additional layer of value in my 
designs, especially as the story concludes. As I re-
vealed the design of a tellerless retail bank—detailing 
the branch layout, aesthetics, customer flow, and cut-
ting-edge technologies—I intentionally withheld the 
revelation of the substantial economic savings that the 
financial institution would realize until the very end 
of my narrative. The audience responded positively 
throughout, but the well-timed reveal of these financial 
benefits truly elevated the narrative. 

Deceptive Cadence 
An effective and dramatic way of 
adding surprise to your story.
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Hitchcock’s Rules of Visual Storytelling | Rhythm and Silence | Stickiness
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When executed with 
skill, this maneuver 
instantly captivates the 
undivided attention of 
the audience, possibly 
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nuance, or aspect that 
had been intentionally 
concealed.
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Humans go into perceiving mode when we hear sto-
ries. As we absorb the thoughts and ideas that are be-
ing shared, we begin to make decisions. We ask the 
following question: Is what I am hearing true or false, 
helpful, or not? This type of reasoning is our attempt to 
simplify or better understand the story being presented 
in order to come to a reasonable or logical conclusion. 
There are multiple factors that account for how we 
make those decisions; some include social impact, per-
sonal preference, age, and past experiences that influ-
ence future choices. The stories you tell will summon 
the same response: your audience’s desire to make the 
right decisions through effective deductions. 

Deductions begin with wide-ranging thoughts that 
are narrowed down to specific conclusions. When in-
formation is not available, incorrect deductions will be 
drawn. It is up to the teller of a story to offer helpful 
clues. For instance: All dogs have an acute sense of smell. 
Fido is a dog, so Fido has a keen sense of smell.

In this very short story, a general statement is made and 
examined, and a logical conclusion is drawn. To an ex-
tent, and to the best of our ability, we predict the con-

sequences of a statement or condition based on what 
we know; we predict what we think the observation 
should be if the concept is correct. However, if Fido lost 
her ability to smell, my answer would be different.

In the commercial world, not all information is true, 
no matter how convinced one might be. For instance, I 
stayed at a hotel that had no soap or shampoo. I would 
have made the following deduction: All hotel rooms 
have showers. All showers come with soap. Therefore, all 
hotel showers have soap. In my case, this level of deduc-
tive reasoning did not work. Given the amount of data 
I had at my disposal—decades of staying in hotels that 
provided soap in showers—one would have concluded, 
logically, that this hotel would have supplied soap in 
the shower. I was wrong, and the brand paid the price.

When crafting your story, act just as much as a story-
teller as a detective; think about Sherlock Holmes and 
his ability to observe, process details, and make deduc-
tions. Listen carefully—out loud—to your stories, and 
determine if you’ve left out any clues that will lead to 
an incorrect conclusion. 

Deductions
The human technology that enables 
decision-making.
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Deus ex machina originates from the Latin expression 
“God from the machine.” This literary device, frequent-
ly encountered in film and theater, introduces a plot 
twist that offers relief within a tense narrative. Antici-
pated calamities take an unexpected turn toward hap-
piness as Deus ex machina intervenes, injecting an ele-
ment of divine surprise and resolution. When all hope 
is lost, Deus ex machina saves the day.

In classical mythology, a hero teeters on the brink of 
demise, facing a formidable beast. As hope wanes, a 
god descends from the rafters in the direst moment, 
defeating the creature and allowing the hero to press 
on with their pivotal journey. Jurassic Park provides a 
vivid instance of Deus ex machina when two children 
and their adult companions confront impending dan-
ger from velociraptors. Suddenly, without explanation, 
a T-Rex materializes mysteriously, swooping in to res-
cue them and enabling them to make a narrow escape. 
This narrative device resonates deeply with humanity’s 
penchant for triumphant resolutions as we vicariously 
immerse ourselves in the struggles and perils of charac-
ters yearning for deliverance.

The phenomenon extends beyond fiction into real-life 
anecdotes. I vividly recall a fire erupting on my college 

campus just before a final for which I was unprepared—
an unforeseen but welcomed miracle. Similarly, a mo-
ment of financial desperation turned fortuitous when 
a twenty-dollar bill lay unexpectedly on the floor be-
side me. Instances of narrowly avoiding calamities, like 
oversleeping and missing a flight that later crashes, 
add layers to these tales. While grounded in fortuitous 
timing, these stories captivate us with their improba-
ble outcomes. Despite criticism from literary experts 
for being an easy way out of a difficult situation, Deus 
ex machina undeniably delivers emotionally gratifying 
resolutions.

Translating this concept to the world of design, one can 
leverage Deus ex machina as a storytelling device to 
showcase the resolution of a complex or wicked prob-
lem through creative design ingenuity. The more wick-
ed the problem, the closer the designer resembles the 
god lowered from the rafters, unraveling an ostensibly 
insurmountable issue. Crafting a compelling narrative 
involves vividly describing an affliction, followed by 
the strategic actions taken by the designer to unearth a 
solution. While the resolution may not match the dra-
matic flair of a T-Rex saving the day, the allure lies in 
presenting seemingly miraculous resolutions. 

Deus ex Machina
The resolution of a hopeless or 
unexpected situation by a divine or 
miraculous power.
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Dieter Rams, the iconic industrial designer, laid down 
what I like to call “design commandments”—a set of 
principles that serve as a beacon for exceptional design. 
When woven into your narratives, these principles illu-
minate a well-balanced and globally aware story.

1. Good design is innovative. Technological develop-
ment always offers new opportunities for original 
designs. But imaginative design always develops in 
tandem with improving technology and can never 
be an end in and of itself.

2. Good design makes a product useful. A product is 
bought to be used. It has to satisfy not only func-
tional but also psychological and aesthetic criteria. 
Good design emphasizes the usefulness of a prod-
uct while disregarding anything that could detract 
from it.

3. Good design is aesthetic. The aesthetic quality of a 
product is integral to its usefulness because prod-
ucts we use every day affect our person and our 
well-being. But only well-executed objects can be 
beautiful.

4. Good design makes a product understandable. It clar-
ifies the product’s structure. Better still, it can make 
the product talk. At best, it is self-explanatory.

5. Good design is unobtrusive. Products fulfilling 
a purpose are like tools. They are neither deco-
rative objects nor works of art. Therefore, their  

design should be both neutral and restrained to 
leave room for the user’s self-expression.

6. Good design is honest. It does not make a product 
more innovative, powerful, or valuable than it re-
ally is. It does not attempt to manipulate the con-
sumer with promises that cannot be kept.

7. Good design is long-lasting. It avoids being fash-
ionable and, therefore, never appears antiquated. 
Unlike fashionable design, it lasts many years—
even in today’s throwaway society.

8. Good design is thorough down to the last detail. 
Nothing must be arbitrary or left to chance. Care 
and accuracy in the design process show respect 
toward the user.

9. Good design is environmentally friendly. Design 
makes an important contribution to the preserva-
tion of the environment. It conserves resources and 
minimizes physical and visual pollution through-
out the lifecycle of the product.

10. Good design is as little design as possible. Less, but 
better—because it concentrates on the essential as-
pects, and the products are not burdened with non-
essentials.

Dieter Rams’ 
Principles of Design
Ten principles for good 
design and great storytelling.
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“Follow Through and Overlapping Action” simu-
lates the laws of physics and inertia, depicting scenari-
os where a character halts, but various body parts stop 
at different times. “Slow-in and Slow-out” mirrors 
real world movement dynamics, demanding gradual 
acceleration and deceleration for authenticity.

“Arc” replicates natural movement along arched paths, 
mimicking realistic motion—like the graceful turn of a 
character’s head. “Secondary Action” promotes com-
plementary movements that enhance primary actions, 
such as a character running with their hair flowing in 
the wind as a secondary action.

“Timing” empowers animators to manipulate time by 
adjusting frame count, reflecting the weight and re-
sponse of objects or characters to stimuli. “Exaggera-
tion” injects emphasis into movement without sacrific-
ing believability, often adding a touch of humor.

“Solid Drawing” insists on a 3D appearance for all el-
ements, even in 2D animation, suggesting the inclusion 
of animated drop shadows for a minimal sense of depth. 
Lastly, “Appeal” centers on a character or object’s cha-
risma and personality, fostering audience empathy and 
engagement.

Disney’s Twelve Basic 
Principles of Animation
Fundamental principles of animated 
storytelling and character design.
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See also: 
Character Relatability | Mise en Scène | Rhythm and Silence
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Disney’s legendary group of original animators, known as 
the Nine Old Men, played a pivotal role in shaping some 
of the most timeless animated tales such as Snow White, 
Cinderella, and Sleeping Beauty. Among these visionaries, 
Ollie Johnston and Frank Thomas detailed twelve princi-
ples of animation, as illustrated in their seminal book, The 
Illusion of Life: Disney Animation. 

These principles, now fundamental in the world of ani-
mated storytelling, extend their influence beyond tra-
ditional and computer-generated animation to UI, CSS, 
and even PowerPoint presentations, breathing life into 
designs, narratives, and presentations.

For example: “Squash and Stretch” illustrates the im-
pact of gravity on characters through expansion and com-
pression, lending a natural fluidity to their movements. 
“Anticipation” sets the stage for forthcoming events, 
capturing moments like a hero inhaling before a daring 
leap or an athlete gearing up for a decisive throw or kick. 
Meanwhile, “Staging” demands that every movement or 
pose conveys clear intention, ensuring the audience’s fo-
cus remains unwavering in a scene.

“Straight Ahead and Pose to Pose” offers a distinct 
approach. “Straight Ahead” involves drawing frames suc-
cessively, while “Pose to Pose” crafts a character’s move-
ments as the story unfolds, starting with key poses and 
filling in the in-between motion later.
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Dramaturgy is to theater as design thinking is to design. 

Dramaturgy is the adaptation of a narrative into a per-
formable structure, not unlike transitioning a design 
from concept to execution through design thinking. 
Both seek the same thing: relevance for the audience 
who sees a theatrical production or the consumer who 
is enticed by a design. 

There are two fundamental parallels between design 
and dramaturgy. The first revolves around thorough 
research, while the second centers on rigorous testing. 
Just as a design researcher delves into understanding 
user needs, a dramaturge aims to ensure a play con-
nects with its audience. Meanwhile, designers conduct 
research to define the user experience (UX) compre-
hensively. In a theatrical production with archaic lan-
guage, the dramaturge facilitates comprehension for 
actors and directors, ensuring the meaning of unfamil-
iar dialogue is conveyed effectively. Similarly, in design, 
complex technical properties must be simplified. 

A dramaturge will consider the experience from the 
moment an audience enters the theater just as a design-
er will consider every aspect of a design (the total UX), 
from initial awareness to purchase, unboxing through 
the usage of a product. 

Dramaturgy and design are interested in what sociolo-
gist Erving Goffman called impression management, or 

how to control other people’s impressions through sign 
vehicles, signifying how they would like to be identi-
fied. While there are numerous sign vehicles, Goffman 
most frequently alluded to the following:

Settings serve as the physical or virtual backdrop for 
a performance or experience. Whether it’s an office, a 
screen, a restaurant, or a virtual meeting, it plays a cru-
cial role in shaping the atmosphere of the interaction 
while influencing the narrative.
 
Appearance refers to the outward physical appear-
ance of an individual or design. This includes what we 
wear and how we hold ourselves. Appearance is a sign 
vehicle that will be noticed and evaluated, perhaps as-
sociated with an archetype that compliments or con-
flicts with a brand’s intention. 

Manners of interacting are typically nonverbal ges-
tures, facial expressions, and body language. Manners 
project an attitude or a sign for humans to approach, 
avoid, or advance cautiously.  

What sign vehicles do you consider during the design 
and storytelling process, and how can sign vehicles in-
fluence the stories you tell?

Dramaturgy
The theory and practice of 
dramatic composition.
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The designer and storyteller share a common goal: to 
arouse emotions in others. An individual who is emo-
tionally affected by stimuli (a story or design) goes 
through a chemical process, a physiological state that is 
formed subconsciously. This occurs due to the presence 
and elevation of dopamine, serotonin, norepinephrine, 
and endorphins. 

These chemicals are released throughout our bodies 
based on external triggers or instantaneous reactions 
to stimuli. Simply put, one has an emotion—an inner, 
indispensable, and familiar sensation that manifests in 
a feeling that prompts an action or behavior. 

Emotion is an extremely powerful influencer. However, 
knowing how every human will emotionally respond 
to stimuli is impossible; therefore, examining our own 
responses to stimuli and empathizing with your audi-
ence is crucial. When effective, emotions spawn greater 
audience engagement, higher memory retention, and a 
greater likelihood that your design story will be shared 
with others. 

Several steps can be taken to ensure you are touching 
the right emotions in your design story:

 •Determine the emotion you hope to touch in your 
audience, and ensure they resonate culturally, ethical-
ly, and demographically (test on multiple humans).

 •An emotion can quickly lead to a behavior or ac-
tion, so always include a call to action, assuring 
that emotions do not override actions.

 •Share your own emotional experience, and allow 
yourself to be or seem vulnerable. 

 •Conflict arouses the attention and emotions of 
others because humans relate to the strengths and 
weaknesses of others. 

 •The more vivid and descriptive your words, im-
ages, and sensory details are, the more likely you 
will strike an emotional chord in your audience. 

 •Human transformation always arouses emotion. 
 •Be aware of the role of each emotion and un-

derstand its powerful impact on the humans you 
serve, and never make anyone feel they are being 
emotionally manipulated. 

Emotion
The instinctive responses to 
external stimuli.
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If an individual understands their own character, feel-
ings, biases, motives, and desires, they are self-aware. 
Equally important is the awareness of other humans 
and their life experiences, sitting in the domain of em-
pathy. Whether you subscribe to the evidence-based 
techniques of human-centered design or not, empathy 
is always a factor in design and storytelling. 

When we are empathetic, we learn what makes people 
tick. It is easy to collect demographic data, and with a 
little digging we could gather psychographic data, re-
vealing personality traits, values, attitudes, interests, 
and lifestyles. While this data is very useful, it is only 
data and there is a big difference between knowing and 
understanding. The act of empathy draws one closer to 
understanding the complex, expressed or latent needs 
of the humans you serve. Knowing, or knowledge, is 
based on the discovery or recall of data. It implies a lev-
el of expertise, experience, and education. It provides 
a level of certainty. Understanding, on the other hand, 
entails an in-depth consideration of the connections 
between humans and moments of time, resulting in a 
deeper level of meaning. Understanding is “guttural.” 
It’s an essential step that allows us to put knowledge to 
better use. With each observable moment of humans 
being, a new level of understanding emerges which 

leads to empathy, a natural and inbred human technol-
ogy. An interesting anecdote is said to have come from 
a class anthropologist Margaret Mead was teaching. 

A student asked Margaret Mead what she considered 
the first sign of civilization to be in culture. The antic-
ipated answer was a tool of some sort of artifact that 
had a connection to faith or religion. However, Mead’s 
answer was a 115,000-year-old  fractured femur bone. 
She explained that the femur bone is the longest bone 
in the human body. It links the hip to the knee. If bro-
ken, it could take up to 8 weeks to heal properly. The 
discovered bone was clearly broken and subsequently 
healed. In the animal kingdom, Mead clarified, a broken 
bone, such as the femur, ends poorly—in death. There 
is no ability to run from prey, hunt or heal peacefully. 
That unfortunate animal is no longer the hunter but 
rather the hunted. This 15,000-year-old healed femur 
bone provides evidence that the wounded person was 
cared for by another person and given the proper time 
to recover. This bone suggests that one human helped 
another rather than desert them, and in that act risked 
their own life, proving that empathy is an organic hu-
man trait. Empathy is a critical tool that assures us that 
we are designing relevant, valuable, and approachable 
experiences. 

Empathy
The ability to understand the feelings 
and needs of others.
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An epigraph is a short saying, quotation, or summary 
placed at the beginning of a book, chapter, or presen-
tation. One might include an epigraph to expose an in-
spiration, to set the tone or theme of a story, to help an 
audience become prepared for what is to come. I insert 
epigraphs, typically in the form of a quote, as an ex-
pository element breathing life into my story or design. 
For instance, in my attempt to get an audience to better 
align with a design concept, I began with this quote by 
Steve Jobs: “Design is not just what it looks like and 
feels like. Design is how it works.” This was the perfect 
epigraph that warned the audience that we would talk 
about mechanics and function. I spoke the quote and 
inserted it into the “leave behind” material. It is permis-
sible to insert various epigraphs throughout the telling 
of a story, adding gravitas, clarity, and credibility. 

The nice thing about an epigraph is that you don’t need 
to write it, you only need to find it. The epigraph you 

select does not have to be directly linked to your design 
or story. For instance, a story related to service design 
in a hospital does not require an epigraph on healthcare 
or service design. It could very well be a quote on the 
power of human transformation and desire to innovate. 
While the underlying theme might be hospital service 
design, the epigraph warns the audience that the topic 
is about change. 

Do not use an epigraph as a substitute for exposition; 
in many cases, the epigraph serves as an introduction 
or curtain opener for exposition. If the connection to 
your epigraph is not made clear until later in a story, it 
is always a good idea to inform your audience. Only use 
an epigraph if it serves a purpose. While I have collect-
ed hundreds of great quotes, I always check their qual-
ity, cultural references, and purpose before I use them. 

Epigraph
A brief phrase, quotation, or poem that 
acts as a preface to a story.
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Contemplate the full scope of an object, location, in-
dividual, or narrative that you are reasonably familiar 
with. When its defining attributes and traits are readily 
discernible, its essence becomes apparent. An essence 
model serves as the framework for conveying some-
thing or someone’s fundamental nature.

The following four qualities define an essence model: 

1.  The way something can be described or recog-
nized. A golden retriever has four paws, golden 
fur, and a long tail. These attributes contribute to 
its essence, the things that make the dog what it is. 
Moreover, these physical and observable attributes 
are factual and indisputable. 

2. What does something or someone do (intent)? A 
dog is a family companion or locates illegal con-
traband at the airport. How something is offered, 
consumed, or serviced influences its essence. 

3.  How does something make one appear (exter-
nal)? Do I believe the essence of something makes 
me appear more independent, intelligent, or cre-

ative? That perception, real or not, contributes to 
the essence of something. 

4.  How something makes one feel (internal). You can-
not discuss essence unless it extends to how some-
one or something makes you feel. For example, 
does the essence of something make you feel more 
confident, feminine, masculine, taller, or prouder? I 
might understand something is black or white, but 
how the color makes me feel is vital to its essence. 

Essence transforms ideas into stories and designs into 
experiences, forming a deeper connection with your 
audience. An essence model could be used in two ways: 
by embedding these qualities during exposition or by 
revealing each quality throughout your story as new 
information is provided or transformation occurs. 

How many attributes or characteristics of an essence 
model can be removed before its essence is no longer 
familiar? 

Essence Model 
Essence is the basic nature of a thing—
the quality or qualities that make a 
thing what it is.
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I grappled with the decision to delve into the topic of 
ethics, mindful of avoiding a didactic tone that suggests 
straying from these principles makes you subpar. The 
aim is far from condemnation; the ten considerations 
below will elevate designers and storytellers to a mor-
al high ground. They form a holistic guide, urging de-
signers and storytellers to create with empathy, trans-
parency, and a profound understanding of their work’s 
impact on the world.

1. Usability:
 •Will your design and story be easy to understand, 

and will your audience learn something new?
2. Efficiency:
 •Does your design enhance productivity with 

minimal effort and waste?
3. Safety:
 •Will your design and story create a sense of 

well-being for users and listeners?
4. Accessibility:
 •Does your design and story cater to individuals with 

diverse abilities and disabilities?

5. Transparency:
 •Are the features and value of your design and 

story transparent to your audience?
6. Avoid Excessive Persuasion:
 •Respect your audience’s autonomy by avoiding 

excessive persuasion.
7. Beware of Bad Actors:
 •Ensure that your work does not become a tool for 

nefarious purposes.
8. Understand the Impact:
 •Consider the lives led by those who adopt your 

design or become influenced by your story.
9. Environmental Impact:
 •Assess the potential environmental repercus-

sions of your design and story.
10. Captivate Hearts and Minds:
 •Does your design or story possess the qualities of 

pleasantness, delight, interest, and agreeability?
 

Ethics
The standards that express what is 
right and what is wrong.

Psychology + Philosophy

See also: 
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory | Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs | Vulnerability
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Exposition acquaints an audience with essential back-
ground details, including characters, locations, props, 
materials, and the overarching tone and tenor of a nar-
rative. It imparts just enough information to establish 
an emotional and cognitive connection between the 
audience and the story. The absence of exposition may 
lead to misguided assumptions about a story’s theme, 
resulting in confusion and disengagement.

Achieving a delicate balance is essential—too much 
expositional information breeds apathy, while too few 
details leave audiences adrift, forcing them to fill in the 
gaps themselves. Exposition should gracefully lead an 
audience into a story rather than bombarding them 
with a list of facts, features, and functions.

There are several forms of exposition, including: 

1. Description/definition: Identifying the unique-
ness of elements within the design/story, its objec-
tive, the job it is expected to do. 

2. Comparisons: Highlighting similarities between 
two or more entities, setting context by drawing 
parallels with other designs and stories.

3. Contrast: Emphasizing differences between en-
tities, illustrating how your design deviates from 
other familiar designs.

4. Cause and effect: Unveiling the problem your de-
sign seeks to solve and the transformational effect 
of its solution. 

5. Classification: Organizing entities based on shared 
characteristics and sorting those items into dis-
cernable categories. 

Consider including these items in your expository 
writing.

 •Introduce any locations relevant to the usage of 
the design.

 •Familiarize your audience with any support 
players integral to the design.

 •If technology is an enabler, let it be known.
 •Offer just enough foreshadowing to reveal what 

might be unexpected but with no big spoilers. 

One of the most renowned and impactful methods of 
exposition can be seen in the opening crawl of the Star 
Wars epic. Following the crawl’s completion, the audi-
ence is primed for the unfolding narrative. This method 
was first used in 1940 for the opening sequence of Flash 
Gordon Conquers the Universe. 

Some of the best examples of nonfiction exposition can 
be read in cookbooks that offer anecdotes describing 
the meaning, familial, or historical importance of the 
recipe and any cultural or geographical information 
that prepares and excites the reader. 

Exposition 
An introduction to a story’s critical 
background information.
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Foreshadowing serves as a fundamental technique, 
subtly hinting at future developments, thereby shaping 
the narrative’s trajectory and plot. In design narratives, 
foreshadowing takes on a pivotal role in unveiling the 
benefits and broad applicability of the design. 

Foreshadowing is often used as an element of exposi-
tion, alluding to situations on the horizon. In fiction, 
especially in film and television, this technique is often 
called “planting and payoff,” where information is sub-
tly exposed (planted) only for the payoff to be revealed 
later in the story. One of the best examples of this prin-
ciple is in the film Citizen Kane, where Charles Foster 
Kane’s dying word, Rosebud, is spoken at the begin-
ning of the film. It is not until the film’s end that the 
audience learns that Rosebud is Kane’s childhood sled.

In the past, I have foreshadowed the scalability, usabil-
ity, ROI, and innovation associated with a design, only 
to reveal details later in my narrative. The one thing 
to remember is that foreshadowing should not spoil a 
revelation; it provides a clue that something important 
is coming while inserting a level of suspense.

There are two distinct types of foreshadowing:

 •Direct foreshadowing provides a clear, explic-
it, and purposeful exposure to something that 
will happen. 

 •Indirect foreshadowing is far more subtle and 
might come in the form of hints spread through-
out a story. 

In fiction, foreshadowing can be expressed directly 
through dialogue or character. In nonfiction, it is re-
vealed by a subject matter expert. I’ve heard foreshad-
owing presented as a question that asks an audience to 
consider upcoming events with an answer to follow. 
The title of a story could provide enough foreshadow-
ing to captivate an audience. 

When using foreshadowing in your design stories, stra-
tegically plan where to situate your direct and indirect 
clues. The sooner you reveal those clues, the more ef-
fective and long-lasting they will be. Feel free to dis-
tribute your hints, but make sure the most critical clues 
are near the beginning. 

Foreshadowing could be used as a red herring to mis-
lead or distract an audience, only for the unveiling to be 
a welcome surprise. 

One could also use prolepsis, a literary device that 
involves disrupting the chronological order of events 
within a story by presenting a future plot point earlier 
in the narrative than its actual occurrence.

Foreshadowing
A warning or indication that 
something is about to happen.
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When constructing a design narrative, embracing vari-
ous principles is crucial, among which lies a cornerstone: 
the interplay of form and function. Form represents the 
design’s outer visual and sensory character, while func-
tion embodies its purpose and practical utility.
 
I’ve offered a nuanced alternative in past design narra-
tives by substituting form and function with aesthetics 
and mechanics. These two elements are inseparable, 
constituting a symbiotic relationship that demands 
equilibrium for optimal impact. A design’s emotional 
or subjective allure must be balanced with its objective 
utility to resonate effectively. 

The common pitfall lies in disjointed descriptions, 
where the sensory and emotional appeal—the design’s 
form—is extolled without explaining the design’s pur-
pose, reliability, and user-friendliness, giving rise to 
uncertainty. The questions linger: “Does it look ap-
pealing but also perform effectively and with endur-
ing reliability?” Conversely, a design solely focused on 
functionality may address a problem but may risk be-
ing dismissed as aesthetically deficient and unappeal-
ing. Without a balanced narrative, a design may appear 
either overly intricate and monotonous or captivating 
yet devoid of substance.

To ensure equilibrium in your design narrative, consid-
er the following key elements:

1. Define Purpose: Clearly articulate the purpose of 
the design. While you need not delve into the in-
tricacies of each function, it is paramount to have 
clarity regarding the design’s intent.

2. User Experience: Illuminate the user’s journey 
through the design, intertwining emotional nuanc-
es with practical usability concerns. At each stage 
of the journey, reveal how the design’s form was 
meticulously developed to resonate with the iden-
tified user base.

3. Contextual Relevance:  Acknowledge the con-
text of your narrative. Tailor your emphasis on 
form or function based on the target audience. 
Engineers evaluating design viability may prior-
itize functionality over aesthetics, while luxury 
car shoppers might initially focus on visual appeal 
rather than technical details.

4. Function must always precede form!

A discerning storyteller emphasizes the mutual in-
fluence of form and function, illustrating that a 
well-balanced narrative reveals subjective and objec-
tive dimensions. 

Form and Function
Appearance and utility must 
be in balance.
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s



A design’s emotional 
or subjective allure 
must be balanced with 
its objective utility to 
resonate effectively. 



70

Freytag’s Pyramid, conceived by Gustav Freytag in 
1863, is a structural framework for narratives. It draws 
inspiration from Aristotle’s Poetics that coalesced plot 
structure into three parts: the introduction, the crisis, 
and the catastrophe or resolution. Freytag, a German 
novelist and playwright, contemporized Aristotle’s 
structure with his pyramid.

This framework is designed to engage audiences, fos-
tering empathy for the characters and subject mat-
ter—offering a deeper understanding of their complex 
issues. By adhering to Freytag’s guidelines for dra-
matic structure, audiences are more likely to suspend 
their disbelief. This framework extends beyond fiction; 
Freytag’s Pyramid has provided valuable guidance for 
various marketing strategies, enhancing the success of 
products and services. This structure offers a coherent, 
linear progression that logically links one stage of a 
story to the next. It unfolds as follows: 

 •Exposition: This initial stage introduces the au-
dience to the story’s setting, time, characters, and 
location. It provides just enough information to 
acquaint the audience with the story’s world and 
hints at impending conflicts. 

 •Rising Action: This stage reveals the core con-
flict, often triggered by an inciting incident, also 
known as the rising movement. It may involve the 

protagonist uncovering the antagonist’s sinister 
motivations, presenting hurdles and obstacles that 
forewarn impending trouble. 

 •Climax: The climax is the pivotal juncture of the 
story, representing the turning point and often the 
most dramatic phase. The characters’ destinies are 
either unveiled or foreshadowed, creating an emo-
tional peak in the narrative. 

 •Falling Action: This phase unveils the resolu-
tion or aftermath of the climax. It typically en-
compasses the resolution of conflicts between 
antagonists and protagonists or the resolution of 
problems presented during the inciting incident. 
However, the drama may not be entirely over, as 
additional elements of suspense may be included. 

 •Denouement: Often referred to as the resolu-
tion, conclusion, or “moment of catastrophe,” this 
is the story’s conclusion. It could result in a posi-
tive or negative outcome, as long as it resolves the 
initial problem, conflict, or battle. With this con-
clusion, the audience should experience a sense of 
catharsis or emotional release. 

Stories that fail to evoke catharsis, should examine the 
steps of Freytag’s Pyramid and determine which element 
is conspicuously absent from the narrative structure. 

Freytag’s Pyramid 
A multistage guide to 
dramatic structure.
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The response to once upon a time is clear. 

We know what happens next. 

We pause and pay attention. 

We prepare to engage in a relationship with the teller of 
a story and the story that follows. 

Depending on the teller and the nature of the story, we 
are filled with fear, delight, or fright. 

We, humans, are perpetual storytellers and listeners. 

We tell stories to be entertained. 

We tell stories to share our collective experiences. 

We tell stories to the young, preparing them to take 
their place in the world and perhaps make it better.

We tell stories to teach and learn.

We tell stories as a tool for survival, so we know when 
to fight or flee.

We tell stories to promote and maintain our traditions, 
rights, rituals, and ceremonies. 

We tell stories to explain our first-person experiences, 
hoping to gain empathy or sympathy. 

And we tell stories to influence other humans to see 
things our way, buy things they need or don’t need, or 
plant ideas and touch them emotionally—to get them to 
feel, understand, and act. 

Stories are told based on how we dress, what we eat, 
how we behave, the way we move, and with whom we 
associate. 

Stories also live within us, privately and quietly. They 
are our internal narratives, helping us make decisions 
and solve problems. These stories do not take the form 
of verbal or symbolic expression; they remain in our 
minds until adequate meaning, value, and motivation 
inspire us to share with others. 

All of these stories are born of the inspirations and 
stirrings of their creator. And, of course, creators are 
inspired by the needs and desires of the humans who 
benefit by paying attention to stories told. 

Functions of Storytelling
The multiple functions and forms 
of storytelling.
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The human mind naturally perceives objects, expe-
riences, brands, or products as unified wholes rather 
than isolated parts, a concept rooted in gestalt psy-
chology. This theory, pioneered by Max Wertheimer, 
Kurt Koffka, and Wolfgang Köhler, suggests that our 
response to stimuli is shaped by how various elements 
come together to form a cohesive whole.

In design, every component serves a distinct purpose 
to contribute to the overall form and function. Humans 
instinctively grasp the complete picture before discern-
ing individual elements—a principle captured by the fa-
mous phrase, “The whole is greater than the sum of its 
parts.” This holistic perception extends to storytelling, 
where the entirety of the narrative holds more signifi-
cance than any isolated passage.

Max Wertheimer’s Law of Prägnanz, or “good figure,” 
underscores the perceptual and affective association of 
stimuli to create a coherent gestalt. It emphasizes sim-
plicity, asserting that objects or stimuli are perceived 
most straightforwardly, as our minds naturally fill gaps 
to simplify complexity.

Gestalt theory encompasses 7 fundamental principles:

1. Closure: The mind fills in missing parts to con-
struct a complete entity.

Gestalt
The whole of something is greater 
than the sum of its parts.
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See also: 
Conflict | Form and Function | Proximity
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2. Similarity: Similar elements are naturally grouped 
based on shape, color, or size, regardless of prox-
imity.

3. Continuation: Our perception follows the smooth-
est path of a line.

4. Proximity: Elements closer to each other or over-
lapping are perceived as having a stronger relation- 
ship.

5. Symmetry and Order: Also known as Prägnanz, 
it relates to how our brains interpret shapes most 
simply.

6. Common Fate: Objects moving or pointing in the 
same direction are grouped together.

7. Figure-Ground: Our brains differentiate between 
the foreground (figure) of something and the back-
ground it sits upon.

Gestalt principles offer a crucial framework for de-
signers, influencing aesthetics, functionality, and user- 
friendliness. Once internalized, these principles be-
come apparent in daily observations, enhancing your 
design sensibility as well as providing clues to crafting 
compelling stories. 
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Happily Ever After
The end of a story, assuming 
stories ever end.

While we cannot predict the future with certainty, we 
understand that life is dynamic and ever evolving. Sto-
ries, being reflections of our lives, naturally undergo 
transformations. The concept of “happily ever after” is 
merely a moment in time when our past experiences 
shape what lies ahead. As beings endowed with agency, 
creativity, and technical prowess, we possess a unique 
ability to invent our future and craft narratives that 
provide glimpses into our evolution.

For designers and storytellers, “happily ever after” ex-
tends beyond the conclusion of a tale or the completion 
of a design narrative. Take, for instance, the story of 
Beauty and the Beast. In its “happily ever after,”  the 
Beast transforms into a Prince, marries Belle, and the 
enchanted characters return to their human forms. 
While this might seem like the end of the story, life per-
sists. The narrative continues with passion, children, 
challenges, prosperity, war, peace, celebrations, and 
mourning. Although a story’s explicit words, images, 

and actions may conclude, its essence endures. This re-
alization is a potent tool for storytellers and designers 
alike, prompting us to envision how a design unfolds 
beyond its initial purpose.

For designers, it involves contemplating how a prod-
uct, service, or experience will be used and perceived 
over time. When does its relevance peak? How long be-
fore it requires an update or improvement? What are 
the human needs that occur after “happily ever after”? 
This creative endeavor should motivate designers to 
innovate, enhance, consider what will be, and become 
authors of ever-evolving stories, emphasizing that the 
narrative we craft shapes the future we desire.

Considering this “after happily ever after” prompt: Is 
my design or story as comprehensive and enriched as 
possible, and what happens after it is delivered and 
used? Take one of your existing design stories and add 
a chapter that projects its future—be wildly creative.

Methods/Tools
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Hitchcock’s Rules 
of Visual Storytelling
Three rules to live by when telling 
visual stories.

Rule One: Start with a sweeping establishing shot or 
statement to set the scene. This instantly orients your 
audience, providing context before introducing the 
characters and other expository elements. 

Rule Two: Direct the audience, not the actors. Director 
Alfred Hitchcock’s approach favored visual storytell-
ing over excessive dialogue. Shoot every scene, and use 
imagery with the audience’s perspective in mind, us-
ing the camera as their eyes. This technique empowers 
you to control emotions and engage viewers on a higher 
emotional level.

Rule Three: Size matters in the frame. Objects’ sig-
nificance should match their size at any given mo-
ment. This complements rule two by directing the 
audience’s focus. When a character or element is 
crucial, go for an extreme close-up or prominence to 
emphasize its importance.

Methods/Tools
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Hofstede’s Cultural 
Dimensions Theory
A guide to cultural similarities 
and differences.

Gerard Hendrik “Geert” Hofstede, a Dutch social 
psychologist, formulated a theory to gauge and com-
prehend cultural dimensions within diverse regions 
and organizations. This theory delves into how cul-
ture shapes the values embraced by its members and 
explores the correlation between these values and the 
subsequent behaviors.

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory comprises six 
dimensions:

1. Power Distance Index (PDI):
 •High PDI indicates a hierarchical culture where 

authority goes unchallenged and is revered.
 •Low PDI signifies an egalitarian culture that val-

ues equal, democratic, and informal ways of work-
ing and behaving.

2. Individualism versus Collectivism (IDV):
 •Individualistic cultures prioritize personal goals 

and achievements, embracing autonomous work-
ing.

 •Collectivist cultures emphasize group work, con-
sensus, and collaboration, often communicating in-
directly.

3. Masculinity versus Femininity (MAS):
 •Masculine cultures are competitive and asser-

tive, valuing direct communication.
 •Feminine cultures prioritize cooperation, empa-

thy, quality of life, relationships, and equality.
4. Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI):
 •High UAI cultures seek stability, structure, and pre-

dictability, expecting adherence to process and rules.
 •Low UAI cultures tolerate flexibility, embracing 

creativity and openness to new ideas.
5. Long-Term versus Short-Term Normative Ori-

entation:
 •Long-term-oriented cultures are pragmatic, 

thrifty, and patient, requiring negotiation and co-
operation.

 •Short-term-oriented cultures focus on the pres-
ent, seeking immediate outcomes and feedback, 
and are often less inclined toward compromise.

6. Indulgence versus Restraint (IVR):
 •Indulgent cultures prioritize personal gratifica-

tion, accepting personal opinions, emotions, and 
fun.

 •Restrained cultures emphasize self-control, disci-
pline, and strict behavior, often reflecting reserved 
and distrustful traits.

Utilize these six dimensions to discern the appropriate 
and acceptable manner to craft your designs and stories. 
While the world is becoming more interconnected, rec-
ognizing distinct cultural norms remains an imperative.

Psychology + Philosophy

35/100

See also: 
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In essence, each culture may 
respond uniquely to a design 
or narrative.
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Human Technology
Our inborn abilities that allow us to 
function organically.

As beings of the Homo sapiens brand, we have several 
superpowers, or innate human technologies, that allow 
us to navigate the world successfully. They include:

 •Our advanced cognitive ability: we are very good 
at acquiring knowledge and making sense of our 
everyday life.

 •Our articulate speech: we communicate clear-
ly—or at least attempt to—in multiple languages 
and manners.

 •Our ability to stand upright: cool maneuver 
when you think about the stick-like appendages 
that keep us aloft. 

Observing and decoding the features and functions of 
human technology provides clues for how we work and 
how we play, as well as insights into our limitations, 
our controls, and our proficiencies, all the information 
required to design the things humans need and desire.

For the most part, humans do well “unaugmented” 
without the help of built technologies. However, when 
human technologies are damaged or become less effec-
tive, we design ways to compensate for and augment 

our natural abilities. While other species transform in-
voluntarily to survive environmental or physical chal-
lenges (or become extinct), we design, tell stories about 
our designs, and pass them on to future generations 
who improve upon them. 

So why talk about human technology? When we tell 
stories about our designs, which almost always in-
cludes elements of manufactured technology, we often 
forget to consider the human technology that enables 
us to use the inorganic technology successfully. The 
three examples above—cognition, speech, and move-
ment—provide a starting point. These extend to our 
five senses that help us make sense of the world and 
avoid danger. In your design stories, for every technol-
ogy mentioned, it is highly recommended to highlight 
the human technology that will be used as an enabler. 

Psychology + Philosophy
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Hyperbole
Exaggerating the mundane.

To be hyperbolic is to exaggerate but without being 
taken literally. The word is derived from the Greek hu-
perbolē, meaning “thrown above.”

Picture someone declaring, “I am so hungry I could 
eat a horse.” While the hunger is genuine, the prospect 
of devouring a horse is purely hyperbolic. Yet, those 
around the hungry individual instantly grasp the in-
tensity of the hunger, influencing the choice of a dining 
venue. Humans use hyperbole to offer a high degree of 
clarity, and, when well executed, it introduces a slice 
of humor. 

Hyperbole transforms the mundane elements of your 
story into crystal clear portrayals, overstating the un-
derstated that might otherwise be ignored or quickly 
forgotten. Hyperbole increases memorability and the 
likelihood that your primary audience will spread the 
theme of your story by repeating those memorable hy-
perbolic statements to others. The key to successful hy-

perbole is to be sure it is not taken seriously or literally. 
After all, an individual with normal cognitive abilities 
would not believe me when I say I am so hungry I could 
eat a horse. 

I use hyperbole to amplify elements of a design. For 
instance, “The color is so bright it is like looking at 
the sun.” Or, “Sleeping on that bed is like sleeping on 
a cloud.” Or, “The new first-class seat will make you 
wish the flight never ends.” I’ve heard this hyperbole 
used a million times by those fortunate enough to sit in 
an exclusive first-class cabin…..well, I’ve never actually 
known anyone to do anything a million times. Still, the 
hyperbolic statement makes a defining point. 

Hyperbole should move your plot forward, emphasize 
a point, or clarify an element of your design that re-
quires emphasis. Hyperbole is challenging to write; 
even the Beatles had to work “Eight Days a Week” to 
conjure their hyperbolic statement. 

Literary Device
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See also: 
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In Medias Res
A story that begins in the middle, 
not the beginning.

If you ever joined a conversation or story in progress, 
you have experienced in medias res, literally translated 
from Latin as “into the middle of things.” Despite its 
drawback of bypassing traditional exposition, theme, 
or inciting incident, in medias res is a dynamic way to 
captivate attention by plunging an audience into the 
heart of the action. This method, ultimately, circles 
back to a story’s origin, gradually unveiling knowingly 
omitted-yet-crucial information. 

Opting for an in medias res narrative style transforms 
the storyteller into a puzzle master. In doing so, you 
become the architect of anticipation and excitement, a 
technique often employed in genres like police dramas 
or film noir, where the tale commences with a gripping 
incident and then unravels backward to reveal essential 
exposition.

This narrative method serves a dual purpose. First, it 
establishes an atmospheric mood early on, sidestepping 
a prolonged introduction and allowing the audience to 
immediately dive into the story’s intrigue. Second, it 
creates a sense of mystery and anticipation. 

Rather than starting a design narrative by introducing 
the design team, research, or problem that requires a 
solution, you might start by sharing a prototype or a 
video testimony of an individual who has benefitted 

from the design. I’ve witnessed this technique used by 
a design firm specializing in medical devices. The pre-
sentation began with a short video of a young patient 
after her life-saving operation. She seems strong, hope-
ful, energetic, and very likable. 

Of course, the story eventually flashed backward to the 
critical nature of her condition, technical information, 
and how the design team worked with surgeons to cre-
ate, test, and manufacture the lifesaving device. This 
instance of in medias res created a heightened emotion-
al response.

The success of in medias res hinges on meticulous plan-
ning. Before constructing this narrative puzzle, plot all 
necessary details. This strategic groundwork ensures 
you don’t inadvertently omit crucial elements. Begin 
the narrative at a critical juncture, but hint that events 
of significance will transpire before and after. Adopt a 
single narrator’s voice: Similar to film noir, speaking 
through one voice will provide cohesion and clarity.

Using in medias res ensures your audience will remain 
firmly tethered during your unfolding tale. If a more 
traditional method fails, try this unorthodox approach.

Literary Device
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Infrathin
A feeling so small it is 
barely perceptible.

There is a sense, an experience, that is not a sense at 
all; it’s not even a word found in the dictionary, a word 
without a definition but unquestionably a feeling: IN-
FRATHIN. You cannot touch it. You might not be able 
to explain it, but you feel it. The term was coined by 
French artist Marcel Duchamp, who sought to disturb 
rigid thinking and introduce provocative dialogue in 
the arts. He was famous for what was referred to as 
“readymades”—everyday objects he transformed into 
art by selecting, modifying, and presenting them in 
new ways. They included a wooden stool with a bicy-
cle wheel attached to it and a urinal named “Fountain.” 
Readymades were Duchamp’s way of becoming free 
of a specific style or taste; in his words, they were the 
“trap” many artists fell into.

Infrathin’s mission is to remain difficult to define or 
attach a name to the gap between creating an object 
and the created object, the inexpressible elements of 
creativity itself. Language could not describe the inter-
section where we have an internal, visceral reaction to 
something, only more profound, but we do not quite 
understand how it could be explained. Consider the 
difference between two seemingly identical objects, 
like two liquids, and the variance between how they 
feel. The difference could be minute or figuratively im-
measurable and unexplainable.

I am borrowing the concept of infrathin as a worthy 
and discoverable asset that helps to define the about-

ness of a design, brand, or story. Today, consumers find 
indistinguishable characteristics from product to prod-
uct, surpassing the ability to recognize the differences. 
Most recently, as I walked the main street of a small 
beach community, I observed no less than six coffee 
shops and three fast-food taco stalls. It was impossi-
ble to distinguish what made them unique. The only 
distinguishing factor might have been their infrathin. 
Infrathin experiences include:

 •The warmth of a seat just after another person 
got up.

 •The moment ice melts in a glass of water.
 •The imprint of a sock around an ankle after the 

sock is removed. 
 •The connection two people feel through the static 

electric cling. 
 •The “whish” of a revolving door.

What infrathin have you experienced? What occu-
pies that hard-to-define space that contributes to the 
aboutness of your design story, the thing that makes 
a human being feel? What are the moments that ex-
ist but are hard to define or describe? They draw your 
attention and contribute to the essence that becomes 
embedded in memory and that are called upon when 
a decision needs to be made about what coffee shop or 
taco stand to visit. 

Emotion
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Jekyll and Hyde Syndrome
Two distinctly different characteristics 
residing in the same organism.

“Jekyll and Hyde” has found its way into popular cul-
ture to describe markedly different characteristics or 
behaviors within a single organism. Anyone who has 
had a lousy waiter in a seemingly reputable restaurant 
could bear witness to this type of duality. Dr. Jekyll 
and Mr. Hyde are no different than stories that pro-
vide little-to-no synchronization across communica-
tion channels. 

It has become imperative for businesses to leverage as 
many channels and modes of communication as pos-
sible, essentially doing whatever it takes to grab and 
hold the attention of humans. Common (but mistaken) 
theories suggest that the more channels used, the more 
exposure one gets (more opportunities to sell). Owning 
multiple channels requires the management and cura-
tion of multiple personalities. If those personalities do 
not harmonize, the results will be harmful. The most 
devastating consequence is the “Jekyll and Hyde syn-
drome”— one purely approachable characteristic linked 
to one purely unapproachable characteristic attached 
to a single entity. It causes brand confusion, doubts 
about quality, lack of authenticity, and ambiguity on 
the part of humans (consumers). If I met Dr. Jekyll, I 
would likely have a positive impression of a virtuous 
man. If, however, I came across the evil antagonist, Mr. 

Hyde (same guy), I would be struck by the inconsisten-
cy of the same organism.

Cognitive dissonance occurs when beliefs, ideas, and 
values contradict an experience, causing mental dis-
comfort and confusion. In a commercial environment, 
lack of consistency and contradiction puts undue re-
sponsibility and pressure on the human (consumer). If 
that human cannot reduce the stress, they will aban-
don their interest in a brand, story, or design. 

This occurs because humans naturally seek psycholog-
ical consistency to survive their everyday lives or, at 
a minimum, lead a friction-free life. The more incon-
sistencies within their beliefs, ideas, and values, the 
more difficult it is to live productive and fulfilling lives. 
Humans do have the ability to justify inconsistencies 
as a way to diminish dissonance efficiently. One could 
change one’s belief system to better cope with incon-
sistencies. However, that forces cognitive cycles on hu-
mans, who should never have been exposed to these 
conflicts in the first place. 

Are there inconsistencies across the multiple channels 
that serve as your storytelling network? 

Methods/Tools
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Jobs to Be Done 
A schema that offers a perspective 
on why people buy or hire products, 
services, and experiences.

Jobs to Be Done (JTBD) is a compelling concept that as-
serts people don’t simply purchase products or services; 
they hire them to fulfill specific needs. 

JTBD pinpoints the primary purpose for which a design 
will be hired (purchased). This idea originated from the 
theories of the Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter 
and his notion of creative destruction, which explains 
how innovation replaces outdated offerings by better 
understanding why people opt for new solutions. In-
stead of fixating on the product itself, the focus shifts 
to understanding and articulating the essential process, 
value, and task that a person seeks to achieve or expe-
rience, which informs innovations. For example, trains 
replaced horses because people wanted and needed to 
get to their destinations quickly and efficiently, and 
planes replaced trains for the same reason. 

The contemporary concept of JTBD gained further 
prominence when economist Clayton Christensen in-
troduced the term in his book, The Innovator’s Solution. 
Just as we wouldn’t hire an unqualified job candidate, 
why should we hire the wrong product, service, or ex-
perience? Addressing this question offers immediate 
clarity, leading to a brief and indispensable narrative. 

Understanding the core job a design is intended to ful-
fill clarifies the narrative and humanizes the design.

The following statements lead to a comprehensive 
JTBD statement. 
 
1.  “I need to” = the consumer’s needs, impulses, and 

rationale. 
2.  “When/where” = contextualizing the job. 
3.  “So that” = desired outcome. 
4.  “Without” = limitations or restrictions (at least lim-

ited in conditions). 

Further factors include the primary tasks at hand, any 
secondary responsibility of the job, and the emotional 
or subjective responses anticipated from the interaction 
between the consumers and what they are hiring (your 
design). 

JTBD defines the why behind the what. If constructed 
effectively and verified through user research, it pro-
vides guidance for growth and innovation. The result 
is a message of clarity and focus.

Methods/Tools
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Kano and Storytelling
Determines the correlation between 
product features and customer 
satisfaction.

Dr. Noriaki Kano, a Japanese educator renowned for 
his expertise in quality management, introduced this 
model that intricately connects design elements with 
customer satisfaction. The Kano Model dives deep into 
analyzing customer responses to various product attri-
butes. I employ this model to enhance my designs and 
to understand what resonates with customers and as a 
blueprint for crafting compelling narratives.
  
The Kano Model presents five distinct categories that 
shape product development not solely from a technical 
viewpoint, like manufacturing machine components or 
coding websites, but from a human-centric perspective 
that prioritizes expectations and how offerings per-
form. These five classifications are as follows: 

1. Basics: These encompass qualities and features 
that customers expect or consider fundamental—
they are “must-haves.” While their fulfillment 
doesn’t typically result in high satisfaction levels, 
their absence is sorely felt, often leading to nega-
tive feedback. For instance, the absence of a bed in 
a hotel room would yield a poor basic story. 

2. Performance Characteristics: These attributes 
directly correlate with the level of investment in 
an experience and the resulting satisfaction. They 
are features that customers evaluate compared to 

alternatives, often from the competition. Stories of 
performance highlight aspects like improved gas 
mileage, softer leather, or enhanced taste.

3. WOW or Excitement: These elements are al-
ways appreciated but not obligatory. Their ab-
sence does not reduce satisfaction as long as the 
basics and performance aspects are well-executed. 
When present, WOW elements can elevate value 
into meaningful experiences. People love sharing 
WOW stories, such as a hotel leaving warm choc-
olate chip cookies, a tall glass of cold milk, and a 
handwritten note from the manager in the room. 

4. Indifference: This category pertains to features 
and functions that neither boost nor diminish sat-
isfaction. Mentioning these in a story can lead to 
indifference, apathy, and uncertainty. It’s a cau-
tion against promoting or making promises about 
things that hold little to no value. 

5. Reverse: Reverse represents the opposite of a de-
sirable human response. It embodies pure nega-
tivity and should be avoided at all costs, requiring 
swift rectification. These are the stories of total ca-
tastrophes that generate the least favorable narra-
tives. 

Are you constructing a basic, performance, or WOW 
story (or a progression of all three)? 
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Kill Your Darlings
The willing removal of content and 
features that do not support the value 
of your story or design.

“Whenever you feel an impulse to perpetrate a piece of 
exceptionally fine writing, obey it—whole-heartedly—
and delete it before sending your manuscript to press. 
Murder your darlings.”

Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch

Sir Arthur Thomas Quiller-Couch, revered under the 
pseudonym Q , distinguished himself not merely as 
a prolific novelist but also a luminary in the world of 
literature. Although this quote originated from Sir Ar-
thur Quiller-Couch, it has been attributed to many oth-
er writers, including William Faulkner, Oscar Wilde, 
and Stephen King. 

What designer or writer hasn’t fervently bonded with a 
sentence, color, phrase, word, material, or nuance that 
was painstakingly crafted over countless hours? This 
principle is drawn from the world of literature but is 
equally relevant to design, emphasizing the impor-
tance of mercilessly eliminating elements that are ulti-
mately unnecessary in your work. Acknowledge when 
cherished elements detract from rather than enhance 
your story or design.

I have never met a designer or storyteller who found 
it easy to eliminate one of their “little darlings,” me in-
cluded. 

Here are several ways to spot little darlings:

 •Seek out areas where you might be repetitive or 
redundant. If you’ve said it once, kill it unless it 
requires exaggeration. 

 •Keep your eye open for anything that is overly 
playful, impish, or humorous but does not move 
your story along or improve the quality and value 
of your design.  

 •Have you included too many features in your de-
sign story? Keep what is primary or fundamental 
to your story but consider eliminating secondary 
or tertiary features. 

 •If killing one of your darlings is too painful, it is 
probably very personal and subjective. Ask some-
one else to commit the murder for you.

One last suggestion: Before crafting your story, draft 
an inventory of elements you believe must be in your 
story (like features, descriptors, and personas), which 
ones stand out against competitive designs, and which 
features will WOW your audience. Include them in that 
order, and eliminate everything else. 

Literary Device
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Kishōtenketsu
A classical narrative structure 
originating from Chinese, Korean, 
and Japanese cultures.

Nearly every story structure used in the West revolves 
around conflict, typically introduced early in the story, 
resulting in some level of transformation. This twist on 
story structure offers an alternative. 

Kishōtenketsu is Japanese but closely aligns with qǎ 
chéng zhuǎn hé from China, where this structure orig-
inated. It is referred to as gi seung jeon gyeol in Korea. 
They all subscribe to a four-act structure that does not 
necessitate conflict, something Western audiences are 
not accustomed to. 

For purposes of this principle, we’ll focus on kishōten-
ketsu. This story structure is told in four acts.

 •Ki: Introduction
 •Shō: Development
 •Ten: Twist (complication)
 •Ketsu: Conclusion (reconciliation)

Ki, act one, introduces the story, characters, and theme. 
Act two (shō) explains the story’s theme and charac-
ters in more detail, including the relationship between 
characters and how they fit in the story world. The 
story’s structure attempts to build an emotional con-
nection with the character, theme, and audience. Act 
three or (ten) introduces a twist or complication. This 

act does not refer to the typical Western plot twist; it 
presents an unexpected incident not hinted at in acts 
one and two. Act four, the final act (ketsu), brings the 
story to an end by revealing how the consequences of 
act three tie together with acts one and two. The differ-
ence between the ending of kishōtenketsu and typical 
Western story structures is that characters do not need 
to demonstrate growth or transformation; the story 
only needs to show the outcome of the twist. 

In the context of design stories, I have used the 
kishōtenketsu structure less to introduce a problem or 
conflict that requires a designer’s skill. Instead, I have 
used this structure to present a design team, designer, 
or portfolio to a client. I make the initial introduction 
(ki), followed by enough detail that demonstrates value 
(shō), and then a twist (ten). The twist could be a unique 
challenge or unexpected change in events, which could 
amount to a piece of research that required the team 
to adopt a new working methodology or tool. A twist 
could be an internal epiphany experienced by one of 
the designers that led to a more effective design or con-
clusion (ketsu). 

Many examples of kishōtenketsu can be experienced in 
the world of anime.

Structure
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Introduction (Ki) Conclusion (Ketsu)

Development (Shō) Twist (Ten)

Kishōtenketsu
Four-Part Story Structure
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Lexicon 
An upscale way of saying a list 
of words.

For every design narrative I craft, I curate a distinct 
lexicon. This is an upmarket way of saying a list of 
words that best describe a design and are relatable to 
my audience.

Consider the humble sandwich. It might be referred to 
as a sub—unless you are from Philadelphia, where it is 
a hoagie. In New York, it would be a hero, a grinder in 
New England, a torta in Mexico, or a panini in Italy. 
Despite these regional nuances, each term conjures the 
same culinary image. Yet, when woven into a narrative, 
the choice of lexicon can drastically alter its essence 
and impact.

Establishing a shared language fosters cohesive com-
munication, ensuring team members are aligned in ef-
fectively addressing an audience. When crafting this 
lexicon, it’s imperative to consider the audience’s demo-
graphics, psychographics, and everyday experiences. 

I’ve learned firsthand the pitfalls of employing termi-
nology without a shared lexicon. On one occasion, I 
mistakenly referred to “cement” instead of “concrete” 
during a construction site visit, causing confusion over 
these distinct materials. Similarly, in a meeting with 
engineers, a colleague referred to “beams” as “columns,” 
sparking a clarifying discussion on their respective ori-
entations.

So, how should a lexicon be utilized? Integrate it into 
your daily practices, whether crafting narratives or 
designing products, services, or experiences. By con-
sistently referencing your lexicon, it becomes embed-
ded into an organization’s collective consciousness, 
ensuring that communication with each audience feels 
natural. Whether in review meetings, marketing calls, 
scrum sessions, client interactions, or marketing mate-
rials, your lexicon becomes integral to your communi-
cation and storytelling strategy.

Literary Device
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Mary’s Room
An intriguing and important 
thought experiment.

A thought experiment is a conceptual hypothesis, the-
ory, or principle put forward to explore and contem-
plate its potential outcomes and impacts.

Australian philosopher Frank Jackson devised a fa-
mous thought experiment known as Mary’s Room. 

 Envisage a room that is black and white, void of 
color. A woman named Mary lives in that room. 
Mary has never seen color. Ironically, Mary is con-
sidered one of the leading global experts on color. 
She knows the physical properties of color, how 
humans distinguish among the millions of colors 
with which they come in contact, as well as the 
emotional impact of color. One day, Mary is per-
mitted to leave her room, where she sees a red ap-
ple for the first time. The question in this thought 
experiment is, does Mary learn anything new? 
Does exposure to this red apple teach her anything 
she does not already know?

Mary’s room illustrates what philosophers call the 
knowledge argument, where nonphysical properties 
and knowledge can only be fully realized through con-
scious experiences. This notion challenges the theo-
ry of physicalism, which posits that all mental states 
have physical explanations. If physicalism were true, 
it would suggest that Mary learns nothing new when 

she experiences color for the first time. Can the whole 
truth about an experience or object be understood 
without the benefit of a conscious experience? 
Consider a scenario where I listen attentively as some-
one vividly describes their emotions—being lovestruck, 
tired, or angry. While I may empathize and genuinely 
comprehend their verbal account, can I truly feel their 
feelings? Philosophers refer to this subjective property 
as qualia—the firsthand experience of a mental state. 
Some argue that extensive knowledge, akin to Mary’s, 
can provide an equivalent experience without direct 
sensory encounters. Conversely, others posit that true 
understanding necessitates subjective, conscious en-
gagement with the subject matter.

The relevance of this debate for designers lies in our 
engagement with the world of experience. The narra-
tives we craft must encompass the description of phys-
ical properties and the inclusion of qualia—the subjec-
tive sensory experiences that evoke genuine feelings. 
I believe that comprehensive understanding requires a 
conscious experience.

As you construct your design narratives, contemplate 
the dichotomy between knowing and feeling, using 
Mary’s Room as a lens to explore this complex rela-
tionship.
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Need
Five fundamental levels of human need.

In his seminal 1943 paper “A Theory of Human Motiva-
tion,” American psychologist Abraham Maslow intro-
duced a framework—the Hierarchy of Need—comprising 
five core needs that influence human behavior, motiva-
tion, and decision-making. According to Maslow, this 
Hierarchy delineates the prioritization of human needs. 
Conveniently, it also correlates to design and informs 
design narratives. Let’s delve into Maslow’s theory:
Beginning at the base are our physiological needs, 
encompassing essentials like food, water, shelter, repro-
duction, and sleep—all crucial for human survival.

Ascending the Hierarchy, we encounter safety needs, 
entailing a secure environment, a source of income, pro-
tection from crime or violence, and good health.

Love and belonging follow, involving relationships 
with friends and family, the exchange of affection, so-
cial engagement, and intimacy.

Esteem, positioned at a higher level, encapsulates 
ego-driven needs, self-respect, respect from others, dig-
nity, status, and reputation.

At the pinnacle is self-actualization, where individ-
uals achieve a realistic understanding of themselves, 
their reality, and their purpose. This level includes ed-
ucation, creativity, empathy for others, motivation, and 
curiosity.

Maslow categorized the bottom four needs as deficien-
cy needs, whose neglect leads to adverse consequences. 
Conversely, self-actualization resides in growth needs, 
contributing to a more fulfilling and pleasant existence 
without adverse effects when unmet.

Maslow’s Hierarchy aligns closely with design, reveal-
ing  useful  parallels:

Physiological Needs: Essential functionality.

Safety: Reliable performance and trustworthiness.

Love and Belonging: Being valuable, usable, and at-
tractive.

Esteem: Empowering people to accomplish their goals.

Self-Actualization: Realizing personal growth, satis-
faction, and full potential.

Drawing inspiration from Maslow’s hierarchy can be 
impactful in crafting a design narrative. By aligning 
your design goals with the motivations and desires of 
your target audience, you can effectively communicate 
how your design caters to the audience’s specific levels 
of need. 

Whether attributing a design to a single level or illus-
trating the dynamic movement across its continuum, 
utilizing Maslow’s framework provides a comprehen-
sive lens for articulating human journeys, from surviv-
al to personal fulfillment.

I recommend visually mapping your design(s) on a 
blank pyramid to discern its placement(s) on Maslow’s 
hierarchy and articulate its role in addressing human 
needs. If your design spans multiple levels, confidently 
claim its dynamic alignment with Maslow’s continuum 
of needs.

Structure
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Self-Actualization
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Love and Belonging

Safety Needs

Physiological
Needs
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Master Planning 
Every city is a story.

For just a moment, envision the cities that hold a spe-
cial place in your heart. These are cities that remain 
vivid in your memory. They might find their way into 
your daydreams. No doubt, a return visit would be wel-
come, and you’d likely shared stories of your experienc-
es with others, encouraging them to visit. Alternative-
ly, consider a city you’d like to see based on the stories 
you’ve heard. You probably became aware of great 
shopping, restaurants, culture or theater, a renowned 
place of worship, a university with ivy-strewn walls 
and ancient bridges, not to mention parks and beaches 
for relaxing. 

The size of a city doesn’t matter. The benefits associat-
ed with a master-planned city could be found in New 
York, Rome, Tokyo, London, and Paris, as well as Bath, 
New Brunswick, and Kyoto. Master planning, in this 
context, lives as an inventory of features or designs that 
exist in the world’s greatest cities, towns, and ham-
lets. Prominent cities share six key features inherent 
in their designs, each contributing to their narratives. 
They include structures, transportation, trade, health/
safety, economic potential, layout, aesthetics, and in-
frastructure. Each feature provides a symbolic element 
of what humans deem valuable in the places they visit 
or call their homes. How many of the following six fea-
tures apply to your design, and how would you include 
them in your stories?

1. An agora: a place to shop or acquire something 
of value. Ask: Do we have a conspicuous place to 
purchase or acquire something? How does that 
purchase get transacted, and are humans talking 
about and visiting your agora?

2. A park: a place to rest and reset. Ask: Is there a 
place to breathe and catch one’s physical or cogni-
tive breath? Is there a place to sit? Is there enough 
white space between the glut of information?

3. A basilica/temple: a place to worship, admire, and 
reflect. Ask: Does the brand promote trust and 
dedication, or is it simply a mark that symbolizes 
trade? Would one visit if he did not need to buy?

4. A university or school: a place to learn. Ask: Have 
you taken the time to educate or become educated? 
Do you learn from your brand advocates? Are the 
humans who buy your offering experts? Do they 
buy with conviction? All great cities have institu-
tions of higher learning. Think about Apple’s Ge-
nius Bar.

5. An amphitheater: a place to gather and tell stories. 
Ask: Is there a collaborative place to gather, listen 
to stories, understand culture, and provide feed-
back (live or virtual) (think Zoom)? 

6. Neighborhoods: a group of zones with specific 
intent and expressed value. Ask: Are all environ-
ments, real or virtual, pixels or print, well-orga-
nized and easy to navigate?

Structure
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Meaning versus Value
Every story should include elements of 
meaning, value, or both.

The essence of a story, product, service, or experience 
is profoundly shaped by its meaning and value. In this 
context, value is a quantifiable metric, whereas mean-
ing is a symbolic, personal, and emotional dimension. 
 
Consider, for example, an old Timex watch passed 
down from a grandfather to a grandchild. While its 
monetary value may be minimal, the watch carries im-
measurable personal and emotional meaning. 

When a narrative incorporates both value and mean-
ing, there exists a potential for one to overshadow the 
other, potentially leading to cognitive dissonance. This 
can create discomfort for the audience due to conflict-
ing messages. 

Does the core of something shift when it predominant-
ly emphasizes either value or meaning? An audience 
might take offense if a story portrays an experience 
with an attached value when it is perceived as priceless. 
Designers should effectively communicate the intent of 
their stories, whether emphasizing value, meaning, or 
a balance of both, as long as these elements remain in 
harmony and do not contradict each other. 

 In 2013, Apple released a commercial titled “Mis-
understood.” The narrative revolves around a fam-
ily coming together for their annual Christmas 

celebration. The central character, a teenage boy, 
appears disconnected as the rest of the family en-
gages in cooking, snowball fights, and tree deco-
rating. Unbeknownst to the family, the teenage 
protagonist is capturing these moments with his 
iPhone, a fact only revealed toward the end of the 
commercial when he shares the footage with his 
family. The family is deeply moved by the boy’s 
creativity, realizing that the beautiful celebration 
has been immortalized thanks to Apple’s technol-
ogy. This commercial evokes a strong emotional 
response and is highly recommended. 

 
The Apple narrative prioritizes meaning over value, 
encompassing symbolism, personal connections, and 
emotional resonance. Not once during this commercial 
is cost or function mentioned. 

While value can be universally measured and agreed 
upon, meaning is subjective. It is challenging to fully 
grasp the emotional state of every consumer interested 
in your design, but understanding the general emotion-
al intelligence of your target audience will significantly 
influence the tone of your story. 

Why does this matter in the realm of storytelling? Be-
cause it is essential to strike a balance between mean-
ing and value in your narratives. 

Psychology + Philosophy
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Mentalese
Our innermost narratives.

Mentalese, often referred to as the language of thought 
hypothesis (LOTH), centers around the thoughts and 
stories that reside in our minds. This is the rawest form 
of “story thinking” possible. When those innermost 
thoughts need to be communicated, they undergo a 
transformation into a language comprehensible to oth-
ers. The fundamental premise is that our thoughts pre-
cede and exist separately from language.

Cognitive psychologist and psycholinguist Steven Pinker 
offers the following in his book, The Language Instinct:

“Think about it. We have all had the experience of 
uttering or writing a sentence, then stopping and 
realizing that it wasn’t exactly what we meant to 
say. To have that feeling, there has to be a ‘what 
we meant to say’ that is different from what we 
said.” He goes on to say: “Many creative people 
insist that in their most inspired moments they 
think not in words but in mental images.” 

This is the connection to design, creativity, and in-
novation because it underscores our experience of 
navigating profound ideation before the imposition 
of language. 

This mental landscape retains a pristine and unin-
fluenced quality in how we think and create as it es-
capes the constraints that languages impose upon us. 
Expressing ideas in specific languages, like English, 
French, or Chinese, necessitates using particular sym-
bols, letters, and structures, dampening the sponta-
neity of creative thought. I have observed moments of 
hesitation between creativity and linguistic articula-
tion, often resulting in a less satisfactory expression.

Pinker states: “There are far more concepts than there 
are words, and listeners must always charitably fill in 
what the speaker leaves unsaid.” This insight extends 
the concept of mentalese to those on the receiving end 
of a narrative. As listeners absorb a story, they, too, have 
the ability to operate in their own internal language of 
thought, perhaps building upon the story or concept 
that will eventually find expression in language.

The core message regarding mentalese is that designers 
should attentively heed their pre-linguistic thoughts, 
avoiding the stifling influence of language on ingenious 
creative ideas. These nascent creative thoughts, resid-
ing at the precipice of expression, deserve to emerge 
unencumbered.

Psychology + Philosophy
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Metaphors
A figure of speech or expression.

“Less is more” is a metaphor that gained populari-
ty through the works and words of architect Ludwig 
Mies van der Rohe. He used this metaphor to clarify 
his design philosophy without using more familiar and 
forgettable words, like simplicity or minimalism. Ex-
amining his architectural and furniture designs reveals 
his design conceit, prioritizing restraint without com-
promising beauty.

Metaphor, in design, means clarifying complex or 
unique problems and solutions; however, interpreting 
metaphors requires creativity and analysis. Out of con-
text, “less is more” could be interpreted in many dif-
ferent ways. Is less money better than more money? 
Probably not. 

Metaphors construct mental images. They are figures 
of speech not intended to be used or interpreted literal-
ly; when effective, they create an immediate and lasting 
connection with an audience. You should use metaphors 
to clarify abstract concepts; however, they should nev-
er weaken your story’s premise. They should never be 
the star of your story, just a supporting vehicle. 

Metaphors are most effective when they use expres-
sions that are relatable and recognizable. “Life is a roll-
ercoaster.” Some metaphors are excellent at conjuring 

imagery in the minds of your audience. “It’s raining 
cats and dogs.” Metaphors can also arouse emotional 
and empathetic responses. “The guilt weighs me down.” 
This literary device could also translate things that are 
larger than life. “All the world’s a stage, and all the men 
and women merely players...”

Metaphors are excellent tools for comparing one prob-
lem with another, and they also act as practical tools 
during brainstorming and problem-solving exercises. 
They help frame and re-frame the similarities and dif-
ferences of stated problems and often redirect the search 
for solutions that have evaded the creative process. 

Metaphors do not have to live in the exclusive domain 
of words; visual metaphors are equally effective. 

The visual metaphor compares things graphically and 
pictorially through juxtaposition, fusion, and replace-
ment. Juxtaposition—or the least complex of the three—
compares two things, placing the design next to what 
it is being compared to. Fusion combines a design with 
something that supports its essence, offering a singular 
visual entity that strengthens its meaning and value. 
Replacement—the most difficult of the three—visually 
replaces your design with something else (referred to as 
a contextual metaphor). 

Literary Device
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Mise en Scène
Putting onto the stage. Setting of the 
scene. Look of the scene.

Typically in theater, mise en scène encompasses the 
arrangement of sets, props, lighting, and composition 
to communicate nuances that words alone cannot cap-
ture. This principle underscores the intentional organi-
zation and display of scenic elements that infuse your 
design and story with context and significance.

Sets include the environment where you will be tell-
ing your story or the environment where the design is 
intended to be used. If your design is meant to be used 
in a kitchen, speak about the kitchen. If your design 
is intended to be used in an airport, describe the ideal 
airport. 

Props comprise all peripheral products, prototypes, 
or exhibits required to use or describe the design’s me-
chanics and aesthetics. If you tell your story in a live 
environment, what props will help define its purpose? 
Props could be used to illustrate pure function or meta-
phorically to depict more complex utility. 

Lighting, in mise en scène, while primarily associ-
ated with stage lighting, should be considered when 
presenting a story in a live venue. Determine whether 
lights should be on, off, or dimmed. Also, consider if 
any special lighting is recommended or required to use 
your design effectively.

Costumes, like lighting, sit primarily in the domain 
of theater and film; however, it is essential to consid-
er any clothing that should be worn while using the 
design. And if you are telling the story live or virtu-
ally, your attire can impact the overall perception of 
the narrative.

Actors include the individuals designing, using, and 
supporting the offering. While the design is the focus, 
including the actors contributing to its success is cru-
cial. Incorporate information about archetypes, per-
sonas, or ethnographic research to transform product 
descriptions into compelling experiences.

Composition considers how each element mentioned 
above is composed to enhance the storytelling. This in-
volves creating a cohesive and impactful arrangement 
of elements surrounding your design. These elements 
add depth to your design narrative.

By incorporating mise en scène into your design narra-
tive, you elevate it into an immersive and multidimen-
sional experience. 

Literary Device
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Mission | Vision | Value 
Statements
Short stories that explain what is, 
what will be, and the value you bring.

When crafting a design narrative, always include the 
design’s purpose, aspirations, and values. They enable 
your audience to grasp what you do, what you intend 
to do in the future, and the distinct value(s) you prom-
ise. When well-written, each statement will stand on 
its own; however, they work well together, acting as 
an indispensable North Star declaration and impactful 
elevator pitch when time is limited. These statements 
ignite curiosity, influence action, and encourage con-
fidence.

Begin by answering these four questions.

1. What is the purpose of your design?
2. How do you intend to improve or innovate in the future?
3. What unique value does your design offer and promise?
4. Why did you design this solution, and how are you 

uniquely qualified to deliver it?

Let’s delve a bit deeper:

Mission Statements: These concise, often one- or 
two-sentence statements encapsulate the purpose and 
intention of your design or design organization. When 
formulating a mission statement, always be authentic and 
direct; remember, a mission statement is what is happen-
ing now. Be specific. Whatever you say in a mission state-
ment must be feasible, reasonable, and distinctive. 

Vision Statements: Your vision should briefly ex-
press your aspirations and the future intentions of your 
design(s) and design organization. Here, you are paint-
ing an alluring picture of what will be instead of what 
is. Your vision statement should be inspirational, pro-
gressive, motivating, and optimistic. 

Value Statements: These statements encompass your 
design and organization’s real or perceived value. They 
include the quantitative and qualitative value your de-
sign provides and the core values that define you and 
your organization, embodying your beliefs, principles, 
and foundational ideals.

Here is Southwest Airline’s well-articulated statement: 
 Connect people to what’s important in their lives 
through friendly, reliable, low-cost air travel. To 
be the world’s most loved, most efficient, and most 
profitable airline. Southwest will provide a stable 
work environment with equal opportunity for 
learning and personal growth.

Crafting compelling mission, vision, and value state-
ments demands precision. To sidestep the trap of ver-
bosity, compile a comprehensive list of action words 
that encapsulate your organization’s essence. Prioritize 
the top three to five impactful words, and craft your 
statements. Test with both internal and external audi-
ences to refine and validate your statements. 

Methods/Tools
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Music
A metaphor for harmonious 
storytelling.

Close your eyes for a moment and envision a formida-
ble, enraged shark. Now, think about a film whose an-
tagonist is a formidable, enraged shark. Like most peo-
ple, you’ll probably be reminded of the film Jaws; and 
then two of the most memorable musical notes com-
posed for a film will likely come to mind. Now, think 
about how amazing it would be to have an audience 
recall your stories with equal clarity. Why not borrow 
from music composition to inspire the composition of 
your design stories?

In music, the job of a bar or measure is to compartmen-
talize time to a number of beats. Within a bar or mea-
sure, notes sit on one of five horizontal lines called a 
staff. The placement of a note on the staff indicates its 
aural quality or instructions to the musician on which 
notes to play. Within a measure, other notations in-
clude how loud, soft, or separated one note should be 
from the previous or subsequent note. The bounds of 
a measure are represented by bar lines (vertical lines) 
indicating where one measure ends and the next be-
gins. These notations produce melodies, harmonies, 
and rhythms that we recognize as music.
 
The imaginable combination of notes and beats that 
can be placed within a measure of music is calculable 
but vast. However, the complexity and quantity of 
notes do not reliably determine the success of a mu-

sical arrangement. The idyllic composition of notes 
succeeds when they evoke an emotional response and 
nourish listeners’ memories. In the domain of design 
stories, the possibilities are equally boundless. Much 
like a well-composed piece of music, stories live in 
symbolic measures bound by time and conveyed with 
an experiential quality that captures the attention of 
its audience. The finest design stories seamlessly weave 
together the optimal combination of words, sentenc-
es, and paragraphs. Success hinges on the harmonious 
fusion of these elements, where the conclusion of one 
word, sentence, or paragraph seamlessly transitions to 
the next.

Consider iconic films like ET, Indiana Jones, Star Wars, 
and yes, Jaws; each is distinguished by emblematic 
musical themes that were composed (designed) with 
remarkable efficiency by John Williams; each compo-
sition remains in the viewer’s memory long after the 
film is over. Additional parallels could be drawn from 
Tchaikovsky’s epic 1812 Overture or Maurice Ravel’s 
repetitive yet intensifying Bolero. Even John Cage’s un-
conventional 4’33”, consisting of nothing but silence, 
prompts contemplation. Reflect on your design narra-
tives in the context of musical measures, contemplating 
how words and expressions contribute to the cohesive 
and harmonious composition of your design stories. 

Methods/Tools

54/100

See also: 
Gestalt | Rhythm and Silence | Sensemaking

MT



119



120

Narrative Design
A text-based description of your 
design’s experience.

Narrative design offers an efficient means to commu-
nicate a design’s intent without the resource-intensive 
process of creating high-fidelity prototypes. Rooted 
in game design, narrative design articulates the play-
er’s engagement with the game’s story. This method 
validates the goals and functionalities of a design in a 
low-tech manner—exclusively through text. It serves 
as the vehicle through which a design’s experience is 
conveyed. This type of narrative is often shared with 
potential users to corroborate overall function and test 
acceptability. It is also helpful for a design and develop-
ment team to iterate on a design before it is shared with 
users or enters the execution phase.

For example, let’s take the task of checking into a flight 
using a mobile phone. After securing a flight reserva-
tion, the user expresses interest in receiving a notifica-
tion for check-in. The process unfolds as follows:

1. The user opts for notification via text and verifies 
their mobile number by selecting a corresponding 
radio button.

2. Twenty-four hours before the flight, the user re-
ceives a text containing a link that prompts them 
to check in for their flight to Los Angeles.

3. Upon tapping the link, the airline’s application 
opens to the flight details page, encompassing seat 

assignment, potential delays, and projected weath-
er at the destination.

4. At the bottom of the screen, there is an option to 
continue. Upon selection, a new screen will ap-
pear with the option to upgrade or proceed and 
obtain a digital boarding pass.

5. Opting for an upgrade, the user is presented with 
a screen displaying available upgraded seats and 
associated costs.

6. The user selects seat 3a and is prompted with a 
screen confirming payment for the upgrade.

7. Confirming the upgrade, a payment screen ap-
pears, requesting the user to specify their preferred 
form of payment, including their credit card on file.

8. Selecting the card on file, the screen re-renders 
with a confirmation of payment and updated 
flight details reflecting the new seat assignment.

Note the bold words above. These are known as speech 
acts, each signifying the type of interaction or behavior 
required. Speech acts also prompt the design and de-
velopment team, informing them of the necessary in-
teractions. A design team could create a consistent list 
of speech acts across all designs or develop new speech 
acts for each design. One could see how easy it would 
be to reduce the complexity of a design in the very ear-
ly conceptual stage by creating a narrative design. 

Structure

55/100

See also: 
Lexicon | Master Planning | Narrative Intelligence

s



One could see how 
easy it would be to  
reduce the complexity 
of a design in the 
very early conceptual 
stage by creating a 
narrative design. 



122

Narrative Intelligence
The ability to listen, understand, and 
analyze narratives.

Narrative intelligence (NI) is analogous to emotional 
intelligence (EQ ). Designers typically have a high emo-
tional intelligence, including being self-aware, motivat-
ed, empathetic, with strong social skills, and self-reg-
ulating (when necessary). If these traits were not part 
of who we were, we’d never be able to design for other 
people, and for those designers with low EQs, their 
work is likely vainglorious.
 
Narrative intelligence posits a similar spirit as EQ but 
for storytelling. The birth of NI was prompted by the 
broad acknowledgment that storytelling had the dis-
tinct ability to galvanize the domains of business, ac-
ademia, science, engineering, and design. No different 
than the desire to improve one’s emotional quotient, a 
movement began to explore and improve narrative in-
telligence to enhance storytelling skills for those whose 
success depends on persuading or convincing humans 
to act. Undoubtedly, designers fit squarely into that 
category.

There are several ways to improve your NI. 

1. Cultivate a keen awareness of stories told from a di-
verse spectrum of individuals. Take cues from mul-

tiple genres. Engage in strategic listening sessions, 
ensuring you diversify the types of people you lis-
ten to. Like EQ , NI is often realized by observing 
it in others. 

2. Practice your storytelling skills at every opportu-
nity, and observe the reactions of your audience. 
Are they bored and distracted or engaged and in-
terested? Pause and consider how your storytelling 
tactics resulted in a desired action. 

3. Create a storytelling culture within your design 
group. Spend time telling and politely critiquing 
your stories before a design is revealed to a client. 
In the past, I have held monthly storytelling ses-
sions where designers stood up and were encour-
aged to tell any story they wanted. 

Do your best to understand how the stories you hear 
transform data into wisdom. Always remember that 
storytelling is a two-way street; engage your audience, 
and get them involved when possible. Finally, consid-
er the stories that have influenced your actions, learn 
from them, and use them to optimize your narrative 
intelligence

Psychology + Philosophy
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Narrative Transportation
The experience of being fully 
immersed in a story.

People who experience deep emotional responses 
during the telling of a story experience a phenomenon 
known as “narrative transportation.” This occurs when 
a story is so captivating that it profoundly influences its 
audience’s emotions, attitudes, and actions. In the grip 
of such a narrative, the real world fades into the back-
ground, and individuals willingly suspend their disbe-
lief, setting aside their preconceptions and opinions in 
favor of complete immersion. 

Among all species, humans possess the unique capaci-
ty to embrace an alternate reality to serve various pur-
poses: survival, fostering creativity, addressing psycho-
logical needs, achieving self-fulfillment, and nurturing 
faith. When the lights come up after a movie, when the 
book’s last page is turned, or when a story reaches its 
conclusion, a transported audience may struggle to de-
tach themselves from a narrative. Such a high level of en-
gagement can lead to the narrative being etched into the 
audience’s memory, either temporarily or permanently. 

Why do we allow ourselves to be transported? The 
most obvious reason is that we enjoy it. It provides a 
sense of escape and pleasure. However, when the con-
tent of a story is unpleasant, frightening, or upsetting, 
transportation teaches us how to adapt to those fears. 
It might take a bit of encouragement to transport an 
audience. After all, you are asking them to embrace a 
world model and a set of beliefs that might be unfamil-
iar, unpleasant, or unnerving. 

Here are three fundamental ways to achieve narrative 
transportation: 

1. Limit the potential for counterarguing by provid-
ing just enough facts and information to reduce 
the likelihood of an audience disagreeing with the 
narrative’s premise. Proper exposition reduces the 
potential for counterarguing. 

2. Enhancing the connection between the audience 
and the characters plays a crucial role in narrative 
transportation. Characters featured in commer-
cials, films, or novels must be relatable to their 
audience to effectively facilitate transportation. 
When telling a design story, incorporate details 
about the materials used and how they will make 
a consumer feel, the intended location of use, and 
the anticipated user’s satisfaction level. 

3. Affecting an audience’s perceptions with strong 
and intense imagery, words, and overall depic-
tions related to our senses enlivens a narrative 
and influences transportation. I recall a 30-second 
radio commercial that described fresh bread be-
ing pulled from an oven, steam wafting from the 
golden-brown crusty surface, and the sound of 
the bread being cut made my mouth water. I was 
quickly transported and drove to the local bakery 
soon after. 

Emotion
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Observing
Watching humans being.

I take executives and leaders of sovereign governments 
out of the boardroom and into the real world, where 
we observe the interactions between people, technol-
ogy, and designed experiences. I call these events “sa-
faris,” and they are very rewarding. Over several hours 
or days, my clients observe humans being (often my 
client’s customers) in their natural states of work, play, 
and social dynamics. 

In a previous design initiative, my objective was to in-
vestigate the frequent misplacement of television re-
mote controllers. Instead of relying solely on quantita-
tive research and surveys to determine the frequency 
of these misplacements, I chose an immersive, observa-
tional approach. I spent a week observing four families 
in their homes, gaining valuable insights.

It became clear that while the remote control was es-
sential, it lacked subjective value for the families in-
volved. Despite recognizing its importance, the device 
didn’t feel or look valuable, which led to its casual mis-
placement. To address this, our design solution focused 
on enhancing the remote control’s perceived value. We 
discovered that other electronic items held a higher 
symbolic and subjective value. Leveraging this infor-
mation, my design team prototyped a new form factor 

for the remote. Although misplacements still occurred, 
there was a noticeable decrease in incidents. The face-
to-face observation was pivotal in informing the rede-
sign, and we were able to share a story that resonated 
with our client.

When observing humans, a few tools and methodol-
ogies will help. Start by ensuring you have a camera 
and voice recording device—your smartphone will do. 
Always seek permission before capturing images or 
videos. While taking notes, focus on key behaviors and 
usage patterns. Use shorthand and avoid overwhelm-
ing details.

Transform your shorthand notes into a narrative for-
mat, adopting a second-person perspective. Craft the 
story as if the reader is in the main character’s shoes, 
using the pronoun “you” to create a unique and immer-
sive narrative. This writing style, prevalent in immer-
sive role-playing games, self-help books, and marketing 
materials, establishes a direct connection with the au-
dience. Make note of any changes in affect and assign 
a score based on intensity, ranging from mild to strong. 
This approach will enhance your understanding of 
human behavior and provide excellent material for 
storytelling.

Psychology + Philosophy
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Performance
The telling of a story.

Is there a difference between performing a story and 
telling a story? The simple answer is that they are not 
mutually exclusive. A performance inevitably unfolds 
whenever an individual steps into the spotlight, ad-
dressing a single person or an audience of thousands.

The critical distinction between performance and sto-
rytelling is that storytelling fundamentally revolves 
around the relationship between the storyteller and the 
audience—an interactive exchange. In this scenario, 
there’s no need to assume a different persona. Stripping 
away your genuine self from the storytelling dimin-
ishes the story’s impact and your authenticity. In the 
context of designers narrating a story, the focus should 
be on the audience appreciating the design or design 
methodology without being overshadowed by a flashy 
performance. I recall one occasion when I thought the 
audience would enjoy a joke. It failed quickly, and I 
learned I was not a standup comic. The result was an 
extended bout with stage fright. 

Many designers falter in storytelling because they are 
preoccupied with performance, acting, and creating a 
spectacle. On the other hand, I have witnessed design-
ers who deliver monotone and generic stories and lose 
their audience’s attention. While some designers excel 
at both, many grapple with self-consciousness or stage 

fright. The principles outlined in this book aim to pro-
vide methods for structuring stories, minimizing the 
need for an extravagant performance. 

Here are a few thoughts that reduce the impulse to 
perform:

 •Conduct research to understand why a particular 
audience might be interested in your design and 
associated story. 

 •Maintain interactivity in your story. Monologues 
transform stories into dull performances. The in-
teractive nature of storytelling boosts energy, in-
fluence, and action.

 •In storytelling, pauses are essential. Allow your-
self moments to breathe and regroup. Acknowl-
edge your humanity to the audience. If you lose 
your way, admit it, find your place, and continue.

 •Pose questions to your audience, preferably ones 
that require concise answers. 

 •A potent storytelling method is incorporating per-
sonal experiences related to the topic. Share how 
you were inspired to design the featured elements, 
the impact it had on you and those around you, or 
the transformation prompted by the design.

 •Conclude with a compelling call to action, culti-
vating an ongoing dialogue with your audience.

Methods/Tools
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Personas
The fictional representation of 
real humans.

Personas are fictional representations of users that ex-
pose the essence of humans who will eventually use 
your design. Personas should never be created from 
one’s imagination; they must be the direct result of ob-
serving real people in real situations who express their 
needs, behaviors, and goals. Personas act as a proxy for 
eventual users, allowing designers to create with pur-
pose, accuracy, and empathy. A design story without a 
persona is like a fictional story without antagonists and 
protagonists. 

Let’s assume your design story begins by identifying a 
problem or opportunity that requires a solution. This 
introduction must be quickly followed by disclosing 
for whom the problem or opportunity exists—the per-
sonas. The personas you cast in your story must be 
created based on the attributes of real humans. Prop-
er persona research would never send a group of lac-
tose-intolerant humans to an ice cream shop or vegans 
to a steak restaurant. 

There might be occasions where your design story re-
quires more than one persona. For instance, the prima-
ry persona—the individual who is the principal user—
might be followed by secondary personas that support 

the principal user physically, technically, or emotional-
ly. Tertiary personas might represent individuals with 
interest in your design, like stakeholders or collabora-
tors. Once a comprehensive list of personas is created, 
it is essential to establish their qualities, similarities, 
and differences. 

When telling your design story, you should include an 
image (photograph) of your persona, immediately mak-
ing him seem real. Incorporate as much data as possi-
ble, including their age, values, likes, and dislikes, as 
well as what challenges they face that will be satisfied 
with your design. 

Poorly executed personas could lead to unfortunate 
consequences, including:

 •A design story that misaligns with consumer 
requirements. 

 •Form and function that are immaterial to real users.
 •The loss of credibility when your clients and  

users do not recognize themselves in your story. 
 •Stories that include extraneous features and  

unfamiliar user experiences.

Literary Device
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Phenomenology
The exploration of phenomena and 
human experience.

Jan Brueghel the Elder and Peter Paul Rubens created 
a collection of five allegorical paintings depicting smell, 
sight, touch, hearing, and taste (Five Senses, Antwerp, 
1617–18). This collection demonstrates how sensory de-
tails contribute to the reception of a story. Gazing at 
this pictorial essay calls on past experiences, enabling 
the viewer to recollect the senses they experience every 
day. For instance, the painting in this collection that 
represents smell portrays Cupid and Venus in a beau-
tiful garden bursting with fragrant plants and flowers. 
Next to Venus lies a genet, known for its ability to pro-
duce an unpleasant musk-like scent, reminding us that 
not all smells are pleasant.

In philosophy, this phenomenon is known as “qual-
ia”—the direct, subjective experience of a mental state. 
Rooted in phenomenology, which explores the struc-
tures of experience and consciousness, it examines 
how we perceive and understand the world. Phenome-
nologists focus on the relationship between how things 
appear to us and their underlying reality, emphasizing 
the subjective nature of our interpretations.

A defining feature of phenomenology is intentional-
ity, which has to do with directedness toward some-
thing. A person’s thought is always about or directed 
at something specific living within our consciousness. 
When viewing the Brueghel/Rubens paintings, one’s 
consciousness is directed toward the senses aroused by 
the images. While this typically references something 

material, it can also reference something in our imagi-
nation or perception—like a unicorn or rainbow. 

There is a distinction between illusion and reality—or 
the way things seem to us and how they truly are. For 
instance, a rainbow looks real but is an illusion. The 
moon appears self-lit, but we know its luminance is a 
factor of the sun’s position. The fact that you see the 
moon means you are conscious, and each conscious 
state has a qualitative character; each feels like some-
thing. Experiences are absorbed subjectively—meaning 
they exist in the eyes of the human experiencing them. 
Your stories and designs provoke a level of conscious-
ness. They are a phenomenon and must always possess 
intentionality directed at something specific.

Early phenomenologists believed the stimuli (living 
sense-datum) associated with our consciousness are 
delineated between the mental and physical. The men-
tal phenomena include the potential for imagination, 
interpretation, and judgment. Physical phenomena are 
based on the objectivity of space, proximity, density, 
and other somatic attributes. When I am in Paris, my 
perception of the Eiffel Tower is shaped by its defining 
characteristics. The details alone will not explain what 
it is like to experience the experience within a stream 
of life. Expressing how something “seems” in the con-
sciousness of the humans who listen to your stories is 
indispensable.

Psychology + Philosophy
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Pixar’s Story Structure 
Eight steps to exceptional storytelling.

Numerous storytelling structures exist, varying in 
complexity. While all these methods have their mer-
its, Pixar’s renowned “story spine” stands out as a 
straightforward, effective, and enjoyable approach 
to crafting a narrative. This structure also assists in 
writing problem statements that ultimately inform a 
design and its story.

Despite its simplicity, this storytelling framework 
has been instrumental in the creation of multiple 
award-winning works. Whether you’re working on a 
presentation, a one-act play, or an elevator pitch, con-
sider using this method to elevate your storytelling 
game. 

This is Pixar’s story spine: 
 
 Once upon a time, there was ________.
 Simply said, who/what the story is about, where 

and when it occurs. 
 Every day, ________. 
 Portraying the status quo of the world before 

things change. 

 One day ________. 
 Something happened to disrupt the everyday. 
 Because of that ________.
 Use as many because statements as required to ex-

plain and resolve the disruption.
 Until finally ________. 
 The resolution.

Complete the story spine template spontaneously and 
creatively.
 
 •“Once upon a time” sets the stage by introducing 

the who, what, where, and when. 
 •“Every day” paints the picture of the ordinary 

world before everything takes a turn. 
 •“Until one day” marks the turning point—an unex-

pected event forces the main character(s) into action. 
 •“Because of that” highlights how the main char-

acter(s) respond to the disruption and embark on a 
quest for a solution, with potential twists. 

 •“Until finally” brings us to the story’s climax and 
resolution, where the world undergoes transfor-
mation, and a new equilibrium is established. 

Structure
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Plot
The sequence of events that keeps a 
story in motion.

When I think about plot, I think about a train route 
with a starting point and an ending destination with 
many planned stops in between, a sequence of events 
that move passengers and the train to their destination. 
Plots do the same thing for stories; they are mecha-
nisms that drive a story from exposition to conclu-
sion. The crucial aspect of a plot lies in the sequence of 
events that form a cohesive narrative, where each event 
triggers or influences the next. The plot essentially un-
folds as the causes and effects drive a story forward.

There is a misconception that the plot is just a story 
summary. For a summary to morph into a plot, it must 
contain the following three Cs:

 •Conflict: Essential to any engaging plot is the 
presence of conflict—external clashes or internal 
struggles among characters. Without conflict, a 
story lacks substance, meaningful themes, or a 
cause that seeks an effect.

 •Characters: At the heart of every narrative are 
its protagonists. Thus, a compelling plot necessi-
tates the introduction of critical individuals who 
drive the cause, effect, and storyline. A design 
could be a character if its purpose leads to change.

 •Causation: The narrative is propelled by the  
interconnectedness of events, where one occur-
rence triggers another, setting off a cascade of plot 
developments that shape the story.

Are plot and story the same thing? Not necessarily. 
Stories include a structure of events supporting the 
overall theme. Plots require a rapport between events 
that influence other events or why events happened in 
the first place. 

It is worth repeating that conflict is an essential element 
when crafting a plot and refers to divergent forces that 
fundamentally disagree. These forces could be internal, 
where a character struggles with personal conflict, or 
external struggles that manifest in disagreements or 
conflict with forces beyond their control. 

Conflict drives the plot, but there is no cause or effect 
without characters. Characters convey and propel con-
flict forward, bringing an emotional and empathetic el-
ement to the plot. 

Plots clarify the connective tissue that makes a story 
comprehensible. 

Literary Device
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Presentations
The conveyance of information from 
one person to another or group.

By today’s standards, presentations often consist of 
dozens of slides filled with bullet points and generic im-
ages, delivering information that, while valuable, fails 
to leave a lasting impression. Instead of succumbing to 
this approach, consider viewing PowerPoint or Key-
note as a blank canvas awaiting your creative touch. 
Embrace storytelling techniques like the Hero’s Jour-
ney to transform your presentation into a compelling 
narrative.

Here are nine guidelines for crafting effective presenta-
tion slides, adapted from the National Library of Med-
icine:

1. Present a single idea or concept on each slide to 
maintain clarity and coherence.

2. Keep slides concise, dedicating no more than a 
minute to each. Let your words complement the 
visuals.

3. Use clear and informative headings to guide the 
audience through your content, ensuring they un-
derstand the message at a glance.

4. Include only essential points to prevent over-
whelming your audience with unnecessary details.

5. Properly acknowledge and attribute sources, in-
cluding citations for any referenced material.

6. Integrate visuals thoughtfully to enhance under-
standing, avoiding clutter or purely decorative el-
ements.

7. Limit each slide to between five and seven elements  
to prevent cognitive overload.

8. Ensure each slide reinforces key takeaways and in-
cludes a clear call to action.

9. Continuously refine your slide design through 
practice and feedback, identifying areas for im-
provement.

Remember, your presentation should enhance your 
message, not overshadow it. Practice delivering your 
narrative without relying solely on slides to ensure 
your presentation reverberates with your audience.

Methods/Tools
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Prototyping
The sample or model of  
something yet-to-be-developed. 

Prototypes serve as tangible representations of designs 
yet to be realized, a utility that helps assess concepts, 
functionality, aesthetics, user experience, and the po-
tential for market adoption. While they need not en-
compass every detail of the eventual offering, proto-
types are pivotal in demonstrating a holistic journey 
while averting the pitfalls of implementing untested 
concepts. 

More importantly, prototypes serve as compelling sto-
rytelling props, augmenting narratives by offering re-
al-time demonstrations of the design behind the story. 
When integrated with storytelling, prototypes foster 
engaging dialogues, allowing audiences to immerse 
themselves in the designed experience. They encour-
age a two-way conversation. While there is a natural 
inclination for an audience to listen when a story is be-
ing told, there is minimal likelihood of active participa-
tion unless invited. Prototypes encourage an audience 
to participate by directly experiencing what it will feel 
like to interact with a design. 

Many years ago, in collaboration with my design part-
ners, we developed a concept for a new retail branch 
for a multinational bank. The financial services firm 

that hired us looked at drawings and sketches and read 
technical specifications but never truly understood 
the concept because it was an extreme departure from 
their traditional branch. We decided to build a full-
size prototype of the new design in the basement of 
a New York City retail branch. The entire prototype 
was white and made of foam core. As we walked the 
executives through the prototype, we told the story 
of how customers and colleagues would navigate the 
environment. The participants could feel the space, 
touch the walls, and, more importantly, ask questions 
that helped them clarify the importance of this inno-
vative environment. 

This exercise resulted in a group of executives who de-
cided to build several new branches with high levels of 
conviction. More importantly, we gained positive feed-
back from tellers, branch managers, and clients, who 
responded enthusiastically. They began to spread this 
story of this new environment in their own words.
Not every prototype has to include a full-scale envi-
ronmental model. Some of my best prototypes were 
scratched on the back of a napkin and passed around a 
design studio for feedback iteration and story creation.

Methods/Tools
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Proximity
The relationship between characters, 
things, and places.

The Gestalt principle of proximity posits that objects 
close to each other are perceived as a cohesive group, illus-
trating the concept that the whole surpasses the sum of its 
parts. This principle highlights our tendency to seek pat-
terns that help us comprehend complexity. As you read 
this passage, consider how proximity organizes letters 
into words and words into sentences; when letters are iso-
lated from their neighboring counterparts, they lose their 
significance. Designers harness the power of proximity to
effectively communicate information, arranging related, 
similar, or contrasting elements to create easily digestible 
compositions.

In storytelling, there exists a parallel concept known as 
narrative proximity, where creators strategically position 
story elements to emphasize meaningful connections, dif-
ferences, or gaps. There are several ways this benefits the 
storyteller and audience.

1. Imagine a story being told, and your hometown is 
mentioned during the expositional phase. The im-
mediate effect is reduced proximity between you, 
the storyteller, and the story.

2.  Imagine a design narrative is being told about a 
new hotel in New York City. While I understand 
the concept of a hotel as well as NYC, the effective 
use of narrative proximity would be to indicate 
the hotel’s location as one block west of the Muse-
um of Modern Art in Midtown.

3.  Imagine a design narrative with several physical 
components and an associated service; narrative 
proximity would require those related elements to 
be in close proximity.

Narrative proximity serves as a powerful tool to engage 
audiences by tapping into their familiarity with
content and presenting easily recognizable patterns. 
This concept finds widespread application in journal-
ism, particularly in delivering contextually and geo-
graphically relevant content to local readers.

Proximity transcends mere physical or temporal close-
ness; it extends to cultural, experiential, traditional, 
and geographical connections. Achieving this requires 
thorough research into your audience’s  demographics, 
cultural nuances, preferences, and aversions to ensure 
the inclusion of relatable content. Collaborating with 
designers or partners who understand and embody 
this proximity can further deepen the connection with 
your audience.

66/100
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Resource-Based Theory 
(Marketing) 
The story of intangibles that are 
irreplaceable.

Storytelling stands as the optimal avenue for illus-
trating the competitive edge and performance out-
comes inherent in your design, your designers, and 
your organization. 

It’s widely acknowledged that drawing from market-
ing principles proves pragmatic, with marketing’s re-
source-based theory serving as the ideal framework to 
articulate how you can ascend to a position of exclu-
sivity. Central to this theory are four core tenets: value, 
rarity, difficult to imitate, and lack of substitutability, 
all of which bolster your competitive advantage and 
value.

Consider the following questions when crafting your 
design narrative:

1. Which valuable resources, whether tangible or in-
tangible, enhance the efficiency and effectiveness 
of your design while also countering threats from 
competitors?

2. What rare resources do you possess that are held 
by few others?

3. What difficult-to-imitate assets—such as trade-
marks, brand reputation, methodologies, patents, 
or copyrights—does your design organization or 
your design possess?

4. What “nonsubstitutable” resources exist within 
your organization, design, designers, or collabo-
rators that are challenging—if not impossible—to 
replicate?

Given the pivotal role of resources in conferring com-
petitive advantage and value, it’s essential to dig deep, 
define, and categorize everything that demonstrates 
uniqueness. 

When formulating your narrative, consider:

 •A comprehensive inventory of your resources 
(tangible and intangible).

 •Your competitive advantage, representing the 
unique value you offer vis-à-vis your competition.

 •Core values or beliefs underpinning your approach.
 •Design management practices that embody 

these values.
 •Innovations.
 •Your overarching role in serving your clients.
 •Any ancillary activities contributing positively 

to society.

Methods/Tools

See also: 
Dramaturgy | Kano and Storytelling | Theodore Levitt and the Quarter-Inch Hole
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Rhythm and Silence
The pace and sequencing of a story.

Rhythm and silence are inextricably linked. One could 
not exist without the other. The functioning key to 
music is silence. The key to art is white space. The 
key to motion is stillness. Ironically, the very thing 
that shapes how we effectively receive information re-
mains invisible, fueling the rhythm that enables com-
prehension. 

The presence of silent gaps signifies the quiet intervals 
between each cognitive process (cognitive whitespace). 
This whitespace serves as a pause amidst the noise, 
resonating with the Japanese concept of Ma. Ma em-
bodies an interval or emptiness infused with signifi-
cance, offering a temporal and spatial pause essential 
for breathing, learning, feeling, and connecting. In-
sufficient space across all aspects of existence inhibits 
growth. Ma embodies the transitional space between 
boundaries where life pauses, granting us a profound 
insight into the complexities of human existence.

But it takes focus to notice the silence between the beats 
of life. Watch a group of people clapping to a song’s 
rhythm. There are always a few who are off rhythm. 
It is not because they don’t hear the beat; it is because 
they pay little attention to the pause, the rest, and the 
silence that sits between the beats. Rhythm and silence 
are layers of stimuli that intentionally displace regu-
larity and disrupt symmetry, encouraging humans to 
move, act, pay attention, and remember.

The patterns that emerge through rhythm guide us dai-
ly, helping us envisage our next action, from anticipat-

ing the next measure of music to merging a car from 
one traffic lane to another. Rhythm and silence are 
the heartbeat of your narrative, guiding your audience 
through a captivating journey of peaks and valleys that 
sustain engagement and curiosity.

Tips on incorporating rhythm:
 
 •Vary your sentence length. This is your opportu-

nity to control your story’s rhythm. 
 •Include distinct story arcs where tension is fol-

lowed by release and divergence is followed by 
convergence. 

 •Insert purposeful breaths for the reader or the au-
dience, allowing them to pause, even for a moment.

 •Arrange sequences so they flow logically, but 
don’t be afraid to insert an aside that temporarily 
disrupts and forces a level of syncopation. 

 •Consider using transitional expressions and 
words that make it clear you are moving from one 
section to another.

 •Use appositives, or two elements, typically 
nouns, that sit side by side—one element identify-
ing the other differently. (For example, “My best 
friend, a doctor, is coming to town.”)

Reading your story out loud is always advised to deter-
mine if there is enough rhythm. 

Emotion
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Rule of Three
Items grouped in three are always 
more memorable.

Humans are drawn to patterns, enabling us to survive 
and thrive. They captivate us, help us learn, and re-
main fixed in our memory. Designers are no strangers 
to these patterns.

The superpower of patterns is the number three. It is 
the smallest number required to produce a pattern. The 
number two is too small, and four teeters on being too 
big to remember. I could easily remember milk, bread, 
and eggs, but as soon as my shopping list includes pea-
nut butter, I need to write it down. 

The Rule of Three is a storytelling principle that states 
people better understand concepts, situations, and 
ideas in groups of three. 

When we receive information or become exposed to 
stimuli, we call upon past experiences that help us de-
termine threats, opportunities, and patterns. The easi-
er it is to decipher a pattern, the quicker we can decide 

to approach, avoid, or ignore whatever confronts us. 
And that brings us back to the Rule of Three. Being the 
smallest number that makes a pattern, it is naturally 
the simplest pattern to remember.

When using the Rule of Three, always place the most 
critical point in the third spot. While the first two el-
ements will remain memorable, the last one will dom-
inate. If characters, real or fictional, are part of a sto-
ry, grouping them in threes will make a big difference. 
Like in Star Wars, we have Luke, Leia, and Han Solo, 
and in A Christmas Carol, there are three ghosts: past, 
present, and future. 

Consider using hendiatris, where three words convey a 
single idea (for example, “sun, sea, and sand”), and tri-
colon, which gathers three comparable phrases, words, 
or sentences characterized by similarity in length, 
structure, and rhythm (for example, “I came, I saw, I 
conquered”). 

Structure
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Sensemaking
Making sense of things.

Sensemaking clarifies our understanding of the world. 
Without it, life would be immeasurably challenging.

For designers, sensemaking commences with a deep 
understanding of the problems or opportunities that 
call for a thoughtfully designed solution. As designers, 
we specialize in distilling complexity into clarity, fash-
ioning solutions that reverberate with users because 
they simply make sense. Design, to an extent, is sen-
semaking. 

Dr. Karl Weick, often considered the creator or “father 
of sensemaking,” likened sensemaking to the utility of 
mapmaking: “Maps can provide hope, confidence, and 
the means to move from anxiety to action, from being 
lost to finding one’s way.” 

Weick offered seven properties of sensemaking: 

1. Grounded in Identity Construction: 
 Sensemaking begins with the designer’s self-

awareness and the influences shaping their lives and 
how they perceive and make sense of the world. 

2. Retrospective: We make meaning of what is hap-
pening in the present by comparing it to events 
from the past. 

3. Extracted: People rely on contextual cues to de-
termine the relevance of information and the va-
lidity of explanations. These cues serve as anchors, 
allowing individuals to connect ideas to larger 

frameworks of understanding. They are building 
blocks that help people construct a comprehensive 
interpretation of events.

4. Plausibility, not accuracy: Guided by plausibil-
ity rather than precision, this approach implies we 
prioritize perceptions that make sense of an event, 
regardless of accuracy. Rather than seeking factual 
correctness, we gravitate towards interpretations 
that align with our understanding, often leading to 
compromised decision-making. 

5. Enactive of the environment: Enactive relates 
to the actors or people influencing what is being 
made sense of. These are functions or activities 
that “sensemakers” cannot control, but they guide 
and influence our conclusions. 

6. Social: Sensemaking processes are shaped by the 
influence of groups and cultures, whether they 
are physically present or exist in our thoughts or 
imagination. In interpreting our surroundings, we 
consider the information others have conveyed and 
our perceptions of their thoughts or expectations.

7. Ongoing:Making sense of things never stops; it 
is a continuous flow. During that flow, we isolate 
events, signals, and reflections in order to achieve 
coherence with what makes sense now and in the 
future. 

Consider these properties as you craft your stories. 
They will add a unique perspective to how an audience 
will make sense of your design. 

Psychology + Philosophy
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Seven Basic Plots
The seminal list of familiar plots.

For years, my design narratives were dry and data-driv-
en, often failing to engage. Revisiting my passion for 
fiction led me to a revelation: Design challenges often 
align with one of the timeless plots in Christopher 
Booker’s The Seven Basic Plots: Why We Tell Stories. 
These familiar structures resonate universally. Can you 
think of a design challenge you’ve faced and link it to 
one of these archetypal plots?

1. Overcoming the Monster: The protagonist con-
fronts and triumphs over a menacing antagonist, 
whether an individual, a force of nature, or a more 
significant threat to themselves and the world. De-
sign: A challenge threatens to destabilize an indi-
vidual, group, organization, or sovereign govern-
ment, and design is called upon to flex its muscles 
and defeat the beast. 

2. Rags to Riches: The protagonist ascends from 
a humble beginning to achieve success or wealth, 
faces a setback or loss, and then regains prosperi-
ty through resilience and determination. Design: 
Growth and revenue are shrinking, and a solution 
must be designed to restore growth and profit-
ability--transforming an organization from rags 
to riches. 

3. The Quest: The protagonist embarks on a journey 
to attain a coveted treasure, reach a distant land, 
or fulfill a significant goal, navigating through 
obstacles and challenges along the way. Design: 
The Quest to discovery, or the need to research or 
learn something novel that will inform a design. 
This is the time to leave the studio and observe the 
real world.

4. Voyage and Return: The protagonist ventures 
into unfamiliar territory, encountering trials, rev-
elations, and danger, before returning home trans-
formed by their experiences and newfound wis-
dom. Design: Innovation is required, and no stone 
will be left unturned in pursuit of new value.

5. Comedy: The protagonist navigates a series of 
amusing or perplexing situations, leading to a res-
olution marked by joy, reconciliation, and a happy 
and humorous conclusion. Design: Comedic plots 
in the world of design relate to being creative, pur-
suing beauty, and although I have always avoided 
using this word, delight.

6. Tragedy: The protagonist’s fatal flaw or a signif-
icant mistake leads to their downfall, culminat-
ing in a catastrophic outcome that brings about 
their demise. 

 Design: Telling tragic stories about design failures 
demonstrates vulnerability. Strength is found in 
stories of tragedy that teach valuable lessons that 
will never be repeated. 

7. Rebirth: The protagonist undergoes a profound 
inner change or transformation, emerging from 
adversity or personal struggle as a renewed and 
improved individual. Design: All stories and all de-
signs result in transformation. These are the best 
plots to follow as they demonstrate the power of 
design to renew the status quo. 

Structure
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Seven-Point Story Structure
An alternative use for this long-
standing narrative structure.

Although the seven-point story structure can be used 
to organize just about any story, I have used it in an 
unorthodox manner: backward. Traditionally, this sto-
ry structure advocates for sequential events that move 
the plot forward. 

The traditional seven-point structure starts with expo-
sition, where an inciting incident occurs. The structure 
continues with plot point one, where the inciting inci-
dent or challenge is accepted. Plot point one is followed 
by pinch point one, where a journey (or work) begins. 
The next element is the story’s midpoint, where some-
thing happens, making us sit up and pay attention. Af-
ter the midpoint, we experience another pinch point 
where the hero, individual, or process faces an obsta-
cle. Another plot point occurs immediately before the 
story’s resolution. A sizeable challenge might sink the 
enterprise at this point, and the audience may expe-
rience profound emotions, empathy, or catharsis. The 
story ends with a transformative resolution. 

I use the seven-point story structure to brainstorm 
ideas and stories, beginning with the resolution and 
working toward exposition. 

1. Once a design challenge is understood, begin at 
the end by ideating untamed, moon-shot ideas that 
present implausible or plausible, but transforma-
tive, solutions.

2. Plot point two asks what unexpected, last-minute 

obstacles might get in the way of success. Explore 
all potential obstacles, and settle on the most trou-
bling ones.

3. At the second pinch point, doubts might exist 
about the design team’s ability to find a solution to 
the challenge.

4. We are halfway to the beginning. What major 
event might take place that accelerates or deviates 
from success? Can you identify potential and hid-
den stressors? 

5. This story is getting closer to the beginning, and 
pinch point one reveals how you plan on facing 
your design challenge, perhaps discussing who 
will do what to overcome the risks considered in 
the prior steps.

6. Given how much you’ve internalized regarding 
this story, plot point one forces you to examine the 
story’s inciting incident and do some math to de-
termine if it coincides with where you began—at 
the end, with untamed, moon-shot ideas intended 
to bring about transformation. 

7. You end the exercise with exposition, a fantastic 
way of determining if what you have at your dis-
posal—the who, why, what, and where—are suffi-
cient to deliver a value-based transformation.

These seven steps can be used forward or backward. At 
a minimum, the seven-point story structure provides 
a solid foundation for creating stories that reflect the 
realities of life. 

Structure
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Hook

Plot
Point 1

Plot
Point 2

Mid
Point 

Resolution

Pinch
Point 1

Pinch
Point 2

I use the seven-point story 
structure to brainstorm ideas 
and stories, beginning with the 
resolution and working toward 
exposition.
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Russian playwright Anton Chekhov is credited with 
coining the phrase “show, don’t tell.” As the story goes, 
Chekhov wrote a letter to his brother declaring, “Don’t 
tell me the moon is shining; show me the glint of lights 
on broken glass.” Telling presents concise, factual state-
ments while showing is all about sharing vivid senso-
ry details and descriptions that paint a vibrant picture. 
Showing immerses your audience in a story. They be-
gin to feel the story instead of just hearing it. Chekhov, 
in his quote, sparks my imagination. I can visualize the 
moon in a way that might never have occurred to me.
When humans understand what it feels like to use your 
design, they will more likely covet, buy, or invest in it. 
For instance, I could describe my first experience driv-
ing an expensive sports car in two ways. 

 It was a red sports car, a convertible. I was warned 
that it would be loud and that the speed and steer-
ing were highly responsive. The leather seats were 
very soft, and the scent was recognizable as real 
leather. 

 Settling into the driver’s seat is like slipping into a 
tailor-made leather glove, every contour perfectly 

aligned with your body. The vibrant fire-engine 
red exterior sparkles under the sun’s rays, while 
the engine screams for attention. A gentle tap on 
the gas pedal will make you feel like you are tak-
ing off, not driving. 

Show, don’t tell is a narrative principle that leads with 
sensory details, not rote exposition. When well done, 
your story becomes an immersive experience. Don’t 
force your audience into a state of sensory deprivation; 
they will always appreciate a narrative that transports 
them beyond the confines of a descriptive list.

If I am describing, for instance, the OXO Good Grip 
Peeler, I could say it has a black flexible handle with 
a sharp silver blade. Alternatively, I could say it’s like 
peeling an apple with a cloud.

How would you change the following three sentences 
from telling to showing?

1. That was a good chocolate bar.
2. My beach vacation was relaxing.
3. It was nice to spend the weekend with Grandma. 

Literary Device

Show, Don’t Tell
An immersive storytelling technique.
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Star Trek
The influence of fiction on nonfiction 
and vice versa.

In 1967, three astronauts, Roger Chaffee, Gus Grissom, 
and Ed White, perished in a fire during an exercise for 
the first Apollo mission. The evening before this trage-
dy, Star Trek aired its nineteenth episode of season one, 
titled “Tomorrow Is Yesterday.” Even in the show’s in-
fancy, it offered a glimpse into the future, which stoked 
the imagination of science fiction fans, many of whom 
were central members and stakeholders of NASA, the 
space agency. Despite the Apollo tragedy, the show and 
its famous Starship Enterprise offered encouragement 
that the agency’s goals would be realized one day, as 
noted in the Smithsonian magazine.
 
 “Star Trek offered hope to a nation and a space pro-

gram in a moment when both had reason to doubt 
they would ever reach the moon, never mind the 
‘new life and new civilizations’ promised in the 
show’s opening credits monologue.” 

Later that year, a dinner was held at the Goddard Space 
Flight Center in Greenbelt, Maryland. The guest of 
honor was Leonard Nimoy, who played the beloved 
Star Trek character Spock. The presence of an actor 
who played this fictional character helped the attend-
ees, who were so closely associated with the Apollo 

program, heal. That evening, people looked beyond the 
tragedy. The dinner guests saw Nimoy as more than 
an actor playing a role; instead, they saw Mr. Spock, 
a symbol of the future who understood how essential 
their work was, and, despite the pain they felt, they 
would carry on fulfilling their mission. Gene Rodden-
berry wrote the following note to Nimoy:

 “I do not overstate the fact when I tell you that the 
interest in the show is so intense that it would al-
most seem they feel we are a dramatization of the 
future of their space program, and they have com-
pletely taken us to heart…they are, in fact, proud 
of the show as though in some way it represents 
them.” 

Storytelling influences humans to explore, discover, 
and achieve goals previously thought unattainable. I 
like to think those three brave astronauts who perished 
in 1967 were inspired by Star Trek and believed that one 
day, humans—perhaps they themselves—would live in 
space for prolonged periods. Star Trek is a textbook ex-
ample of how fiction and nonfiction influence each oth-
er. When crafted with care, stories bring dreams and 
aspirations to fruition.

Psychology + Philosophy
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Stickiness
When something becomes contagious, 
memorable, and hard to forget.

If something is sticky, it possesses qualities that attract 
and hold human attention, resulting in higher value, 
real or perceived. 

It is hard to speak about stickiness without mentioning 
Malcolm Gladwell and Chip and Dan Heath. Gladwell 
popularized the term in his book, The Tipping Point, 
and the Heath brothers devised six variables that are 
shared amongst things considered sticky. The acronym 
of these variables, SUCCESs, is quite sticky itself.

Simplicity 
Unexpected 
Concreteness 
Credibility 
Emotion 
Story 

 •Simplicity: Your design must eliminate all un-
necessary information and represent its essence or 
core. That said, be sure not to eliminate descriptive 
elements fundamental to its form and function. 

 •Unexpected: Stickiness requires uncommon 
and extraordinary ideas that surprise, delight, 
and amuse an audience. If you’ve captured an au-
dience’s attention, your next task is to maintain 
that attention by introducing what is unexpected 
or surprising. 

 •Concrete: All concrete things are easy to under-
stand and lack ambiguity or generalization. One 
might be absorbed by something unique, but for it 
to become sticky, it must be understood on a deep-
er level, including how it affects the senses and 
emotions. 

 •Credible: The idea is believable and has proof 
points to substantiate its authenticity and reliabil-
ity. Credibility without an expert’s endorsement 
must be validated with data, facts, and details. 

 •Emotional: The idea must stir people’s emo-
tions, not once, but repeatedly. How do you make 
humans care about your idea or design? It is your 
time to touch an affective nerve. This is all about 
feeling, perhaps viscerally. If you cannot do this 
on the merits of your idea or design, you might 
have to resort to presenting analogies. 

 •Story: When things are sticky, stories are told 
over and over again. But first, your story must in-
clude the previous five variables, hopefully gener-
ating a quick connection and emotional response. 
A quick tip is to tell your story, so it is easily re-
peatable where there are no gaps in understand-
ing. When stories are repeated, designs become 
trends, habits, movements, and sticky.

Emotion

See also: 
Affect as Information Theory | Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory | Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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Stimulus, Organism, 
Response Theory (S-O-R)
Stimulus drives organisms (humans) to 
evaluate and respond.

Psychology + Philosophy
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See also: 
Affect as Information Theory | Emotion | Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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The stimulus, organism, response theory (S-O-R) is a 
concept that hails from behavioral psychology but has 
deep implications for design and storytelling.

 •Stimulus = Story/design
 •Organism = Audience/consumers
 •Response = Organism’s reaction/action to the 

stimulus
 
The diversity in responses among organisms raises 
the question: Why do individuals react differently to 
the same stimulus? For instance, encountering a snake 
might prompt one person to move away in fear, while 
another might pick it up. The different responses stem 
from past experiences, biases, or deeply rooted fears.

Responses aren’t always the result of conscious thought; 
 in their most primal state, stimuli elicit visceral re-
sponses that transcend intellect and emotion, residing 
in the subconscious. Here, the response could be so 
acute it might cause distress, internally or externally. 
Internal responses could result in increased heart-
beat or sweating, while external responses can range 
from making a purchase to smiling or laughing. Vis-
ceral reactions to stimuli can leave lasting imprints on 
our emotions, shaping our experiences and responses 

for a lifetime. For instance, brief exposure to a scent 
can evoke tears, bursts of joy, or repulsion. 

 My father worked for an international airline for 
decades. When he came home from work, he had 
the faint odor of jet fuel on his clothes. With every 
flight I take and sniff the smell of jet fuel, I have a 
strong emotional response and then think of my 
father. The trust I had for him, and his exceptional 
knowledge of aeronautics, provided me with high 
levels of confidence and a love for air travel. 

What does this have to do with design and storytell-
ing. When developing a story or design, there is no way 
to understand how every organism will respond. The 
wrong color, expression, texture, or even what you are 
wearing could set a member of an audience off because 
of the preconceived stories they have in their minds. 
Consider any unconscious responses that might tran-
spire and insert additional descriptors that allow your 
audience to respond consciously, methodically, and 
logically. If it was made clear that the snake was not 
venomous and was well-loved pet, the unconscious re-
sponse might have been different. 
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The diversity in responses among 
organisms raises the question: 
Why do individuals react 
differently to the same stimulus?
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Stream of Consciousness
The natural and continuous flow of 
ideas, thoughts, feelings, and reactions 
within a narrative.

Stream of consciousness mirrors the organic, non-lin-
ear patterns of human thought. Devoid of grammatical 
constraints, punctuations, or boundaries, your mind 
freely navigates its course. It embarks on a journey of 
free association, influenced by the stimuli in its imme-
diate surroundings. Employed in literature, the stream 
of consciousness provides a unique window into a char-
acter’s inner thoughts, akin to eavesdropping.

When viewed through a design lens, we are interest-
ed in gaining these rather personal insights from cli-
ents, collaborators, and end consumers. A stream of 
consciousness exercise unveils the thoughts, attitudes, 
and emotions of a user. This methodology is frequently 
embraced by User Experience (UX) designers and re-
searchers, particularly during software testing. During 
these exercises, participants are encouraged to verbally 
articulate what they are feeling, doing, and thinking. 

Designers can leverage the stream of consciousness ap-
proach in two ways. First, integrate verbatim first-per-
son transcription of streams of thought directly into 
your narratives; at a minimum, pull the most relevant 
elements into your story. This technique lays bare the 
inner workings of those participating in the study. 

Second, incorporate this method into your research 
practices. The insights gleaned are actionable and valu-

able inputs for your design practice. This approach is 
particularly practical when aiming to establish a singu-
lar point of view. In cases where multiple perspectives 
are offered, ensure that each narration, or part thereof, 
is represented in your story. The stream of conscious-
ness reveals what a person is thinking and, more cru-
cially, sheds light on how they think.

In capturing the stream of consciousness of a partic-
ipant, I encourage them to use run-on sentences and 
avoid punctuations unless there is no alternative. If 
they become stuck or frustrated, they are encouraged 
to verbalize those feelings. 

Engaging in stream of consciousness writing takes the 
reader on a captivating journey through an individual’s 
mind. It introduces a raw, gritty quality that eludes the 
constraints of an organized conversation. Reading nar-
ration in this form feels like echoing genuine thoughts, 
departing from the familiar, factual, step-by-step sto-
rytelling we’ve grown accustomed to.

A stream-of-consciousness encourages uninhibited, 
organic ideas. This can help break creative blocks and 
reveal hidden perspectives.

Psychology + Philosophy

See also: 
Essence Model | Mentalese
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Super Normal
Beauty often exists in what is 
not present.

Design is not decoration. Decoration is to embellish, 
adorn, ornament, or beautify. This is not to suggest that 
beautification is not one of the many intents of design—
it is. However, effective (or beautiful) design could be 
quite ordinary or, as Naoto Fukasawa and Jasper Mor-
rison call it, Super Normal. Fukasawa and Morrison 
are world-renowned industrial and product designers. 
In their book, Super Normal, Sensations of the Ordi-
nary, they make clear that design can and should be 
about absence and that Super Normal is about conceal-
ing features and functions with the intent of making 
them invisible. Super Normal is defined as something 
that is not present. In the world of the narrative, this 
is a challenging proposition but one worth exploring.
 
Fukasawa and Morrison write:

 “Super Normal” is less concerned with designing 
beauty than seemingly homely but memorable ele-
ments of everyday life. Certainly nothing “flash” or 
“eye-catching”; never contrived, but rather almost 
“naff” yet somehow appealing. As if, when view-
ing something with expectations of a new design, 
our negative first impressions of “nothing much” or 
“just plain ordinary” shifted to “…but not bad at all.” 
Overcoming an initial emotional denial, our bodi-
ly sensors pick up on an appeal we seem to have 

known all along and engage us in a strangely fa-
miliar attraction. Things that possess a quality to 
shake us back to our senses are “Super Normal.”

If the objective or intent of your design and story is to 
attract attention, the effort ought to be rethought in fa-
vor of beneficial or improved function with an empha-
sis on authenticity that meets a human goal. In its ex-
treme, this philosophy would void any thought of flash 
or adornment. According to Morrison and Fukasawa, 
success is not pretending for something to be what it is 
not. This design philosophy is not void of an aesthet-
ic. The aesthetic is based on simplicity itself. Morrison 
and Fukasawa ironically propose “leaving out design”; 
they contemplate that “special is generally less useful 
than normal.” This does not suggest that normal is te-
dious, dreary, or uninteresting. Morrison and Fukasa-
wa’s work is stunning in its simplicity and can act as 
a muse for future design work and storytelling. The 
foremost question that must be asked is, “Is an offering 
well-designed in its most basic purpose or intent?” 

What is super normal to you? How might you find 
the words to describe something that offers little to no 
obvious descriptive elements but still moves you emo-
tionally?

Psychology + Philosophy
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Synaptic Pruning
The human brain has limited capacity.

Despite the human impulse to tell stories, we often 
misfire. Our stories fall flat or are misunderstood and 
sometimes revert to arguments, hostilities, regret-
ful transactions, and dubious relationships. How can 
something we’ve been working at for millions of years, 
something so natural to the human way of being, fail 
on so many occasions? First, let’s look at the brain. It is 
a very busy organ with billions of cells (neurons) that 
receive input from external sources that communicate 
with one another, enabling humans to do the things we 
do. When synapses are not exercised or become dam-
aged, cells no longer speak to one another efficiently. 
Subsequently, we lose our ability to be all we can be.

These deficits start at a very young age. For instance, 
“When a child is born, their brain is not fully formed, 
and over the first few years, there’s a great prolifera-
tion of connections between cells,” said physiologist 
Ian Campbell of the University of California, Davis. 
“Then, throughout adolescence, there is a pruning back 
of these connections. The brain decides which connec-
tions are essential to keep and which can be let go.” 
Neuroscientists call this “synaptic pruning.” Essential-
ly, the brain chooses to keep or disregard neural con-
nections based on the frequency of use. In some ways, 
this is a beneficial human technology that makes the 
brain more efficient. If we didn’t prune now and again, 
there would be little room for learning new things. 
There are, however, negatives associated with pruning. 

Regrettably, synaptic pruning occurs due to persistent 
social pressure and institutional “unlearning.” Humans 
are told what to do and how to behave, and deviation 
from what is considered normal is often punished. 

For example, when a child is repeatedly told that her 
drawings do not look like a person, the synapses that 
enable drawing are weakened, and the child believes 
she cannot draw a person. This extends to adults who 
regularly claim they have no artistic or storytelling 
skills. A synapse can be strengthened or weakened 
based on external stimulation or practice. I recall a con-
versation I had with my daughter’s kindergarten teach-
er. This teacher (synaptic pruner) was concerned that 
my five-year-old was not coloring in the lines—not fol-
lowing the rules. I knew my daughter understood why 
the lines existed, but she found it more pleasing to color 
free-form and explore the potential for blending colors 
and experimenting with shapes. If I had not abruptly 
stopped this teacher from pruning my daughter’s desire 
to express herself, she would not have the same appre-
ciation for fine art that she has today. 

The point is there will be people in your audience who 
will not get, interpret, or understand the value of your 
design story. This is not necessarily because they are 
disinterested. It could be because the synapses neces-
sary to better understand what sits beyond the status 
quo have not been exercised in a very long time. 

Psychology + Philosophy
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Synecdoche
A figure of speech in which a part is 
made to represent the whole or 
vice versa.

Design narratives that include complex or technical 
details can be challenging to explain. Storytellers can 
lean on literary devices like analogs and metaphors in 
these situations. Despite how rarely the term is used, 
synecdoche (suh·nek·duh·kee) is an effective way of 
creating clear connections. 

Synecdoche uses a component part of something to ex-
press its totality. The reason for using this device is to 
offer an organic, natural description that leads to poi-
gnant, compelling, and suggestive impressions. 

There are two primary manifestations of synecdoche: 
microcosm and macrocosm. In microcosm, a part of 
something is utilized to signify the whole. An example 
is “I need a hand”—said when help is required. Saying 
these four words does not mean you need a physical 
hand; you just need help. In macrocosm, the entirety of 
something explains a specific component. For instance, 
using the phrase it’s a cruel world describes a subsec-
tion of the world, not the entire planet—just a person, 
group, culture, country, region, or part of a population 
that is being unpleasant.

Most of us have used synecdoches without even realiz-
ing what they are. In design narratives, the most com-
mon uses will follow these patterns:

 •Describing an object and its material: In this 
form of synecdoche, the entirety represents the 
essence of the object, while the part signifies its 
physical composition. For instance, asking, “Are 
you paying with plastic?” uses “plastic” to repre-
sent a credit card, which transcends its material 
makeup.

 •Depicting a container and its contents: When 
someone asks, “Can I buy you a glass?” they are 
not referring to the glass itself but to the bever-
age it holds, demonstrating a synecdoche where 
“glass” symbolizes the drink within.

 •Describing a category and its constituents: 
“America took home gold” employs a synecdo-
che where the broader category of “America” rep-
resents American Olympians. This type of synec-
doche can also function in reverse, as seen in “the 
citizens were all put to the sword,” where “sword” 
stands for all the weapons used in the act of killing.

Give it a try. It is challenging but rewarding, and when 
a synecdoche works, it is often passed along by audi-
ence members, becoming a habitual descriptor.

Literary Device
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See also: 
Analogy (Design by Analogy, DbA) | Hyperbole | Metaphors

LD

Can I buy you a glass?” 
they are not referring 
to the glass itself but to 
the beverage it holds, 
demonstrating a 
synecdoche where 
glass” symbolizes the 
drink within.



“Can I buy you a glass?” 
they are not referring 

 to the glass itself but to 
the beverage it holds, 
demonstrating a 
synecdoche where 

“glass” symbolizes the 
drink within.



172

The Fichtean Curve
A story structure that focuses on 
conflict and crisis.

Have you ever come across a story that propelled you 
forward like a cannonball, leaving you breathless until 
its satisfying conclusion? If so, you very likely expe-
rienced The Fichtean Curve. Unlike most story struc-
tures, Fichtean skips detailed exposition in favor of 
plummeting an audience directly into a series of chal-
lenges, problems, crises, and potential opportunities. 
And it’s not just one challenge; it typically includes a 
series of complex issues, presented one after another, 
occurring at the onset of the story. 

For designers, Fichtean is perfect for a no-nonsense, 
quick start to presenting design solutions to wicked 
problems, where each issue is a symptom of another. 
The shark-like shape of this story structure is evidence 
of its objective to clarify the severity of the problems 
that exist. When this type of story is told, it is per-
sistent and unyielding. 

There are three levels to this structure:

1. Rising Action requires the revelation of a sto-
ry’s inciting incident; there is no time for exten-
sive exposition. The objective is to create a level 
of tension by exposing a series of issues that build 
on one another. Your audience should understand 
the immensity and complex nature of the inciting 
incidents. Rising action generally takes up to two-
thirds of a story, leaving just enough time for the 
climax and falling action.

2. Climax often manifests as a grand confrontation, 
pivotal revelation, a profound loss (or gain), and 
definitely a twist in the plot. It’s crucial to note 
that the climax must be connected to the inciting 
incident presented during the rising action. The 
climax does not always result in triumph. 

3. Falling Action offers your audience some relief. A 
level of catharsis occurs, potentially revealing how 
the designed solution will benefit those affected by 
the crises. Many issues are presented in Fichtean, 
but not all of them might be rectified or even solv-
able. This might leave an audience feeling less than 
satisfied; this is a perfect time to get your audience 
involved by presenting a call to action.

I have used The Fichtean Curve after an intensive re-
search-and-discovery phase when multiple issues pre-
viously undiscovered need to be exposed. It makes sig-
nificant impact with little need to ease an audience into 
a story. Although this structure could be used with just 
about any story, it is best utilized around world issues 
like global warming, food insecurity, homelessness, 
toxic politics, or the breakdown of technical infrastruc-
tures. Be sure, for maximum effectiveness, to present 
at least three issues or more during rising action. The 
intent of this structure is to create and sustain a level of 
tension until a solution is revealed (if a solution exists). 

Structure
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The Five Ps
Product, Price, Promotion, Place, 
and People.

The concept of the five Ps originates from marketing, 
where the art of storytelling reigns supreme. These 
five pillars serve as guiding principles, ensuring mar-
keters stay anchored to their organization’s core com-
ponents: product, price, promotion, place, and people. 
This framework is equally applicable to design story-
telling, serving as a shopping list of critical storytelling 
ingredients. By incorporating all five, designers ad-
dress the critical inquiries of commercial audiences. 

Let’s delve deeper:

Product refers to your design—a physical, virtual, ex-
periential, or service-oriented offering. Designers will 
undoubtedly lead with product descriptions, including 
form, function, benefits, and quality. The key here is 
to communicate the primary purpose of the design, its 
value to a defined user, and how it outperforms com-
petitive offerings.
 
Price is seldom in the domain of design, but I have, 
during many design briefings, been asked the cost of 
a redesign, installation, maintenance contract, or per-
centage of margin. My standard response would be to 
turn to the salesperson in the room and defer to them; 
unfortunately, they are not always available. It is ad-
visable to be prepared with an answer, even if it is ap-
proximate or analogous to something close to what the 
audience is familiar with. 

Promotion is the telling of your story. However, if 
a broader promotional scheme is planned or in prog-
ress—including advertising, public relations, or digi-
tal marketing—it is always sensible to mention these 
activities. Let your audience know where to look for 
these promotional spots as a way to continue the sto-
rytelling mechanism. 

Place, in a design story, includes where the offering 
could be purchased, serviced, and, more importantly, 
used. If distribution channels, service offerings, or lo-
gistics are associated with your design, this is the time 
to mention them. 

People might be the simplest element of this frame-
work, but they are often left out in favor of a singular 
focus on the product. It is essential to speak about the 
individuals who were involved in a design, from the 
design staff to investors, support colleagues, and, of 
course, the consumers. 

When crafting your design narrative, consider how 
and where to insert the five Ps. They do not have to 
be presented in this sequence. It is also unnecessary 
to go into extreme detail. 

See also: 
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory | Human Technologies | Jekyll and Hyde Syndrome

MT Methods/Tools

82/100



The concept of the 
five Ps originates from 
marketing, where 
the art of storytelling 
reigns supreme.



176

The Hero’s Journey 
The archetypal narrative pattern that 
traverses time, culture, and religion.

Some of the most popular stories, in any form, follow 
the arc of the Hero’s Journey. Humans listen, under-
stand, and respond emotionally to this story formula 
because the trials and tribulations, battles, and victories 
of the hero are relatable to our own. The Hero’s Journey 
is typified by the adventures of a hero who identifies a 
problem or challenge that cannot be ignored. To solve 
that problem, the hero sets off on an adventure/journey 
to remedy the situation. Throughout the hero’s journey, 
countless experiences force adaptation to known and 
novel circumstances (no different than everyday life).

The hero’s journey begins in a world of status quo, and 
familiarity—the common or ordinary world. We all 
live in the ordinary world until a calling inspires or per-
suades us to transform.

The Call is a trigger, prompting the hero to leave the 
common world and go on a journey to solve a problem 
or right a wrong. The hero pauses and weighs the 
risks of a journey (the journey’s ROI).

A mentor appears when the hero needs support, wis-
dom, or a tool or weapon to get them through the jour-
ney—think Yoda. A mentor could be information that 
increases the likelihood of success.

The hero crosses a threshold from the ordinary world 
into a special world, where the journey begins. In the 
film Jaws, the sheriff takes one step from the dock to the 

boat and enters the special world. When work starts, 
the journey begins.

The hero quickly understands who will support the 
journey and who will thwart the effort. The cave is 
not always a physical location. It is, however, one of 
the most dangerous spots of the journey—think the vil-
lain’s chamber, the dragon’s lair, the Death Star, or a 
demanding client.

The hero confronts their greatest fears. If they sur-
vive the Ordeal, they will emerge transformed.

The hero is rewarded with a physical item or piece of 
knowledge or wisdom that will help them endure.

The hero begins a long journey back to the ordi-
nary world, but more dangers arise. Climbing the 
large mountain is difficult, but the descent is just as 
dangerous.

Resurrection is the climax of the journey/story. This is 
the last test for the hero who is metaphorically reborn.

The hero returns with an elixir, a great treasure, or 
the solution to the problem that prompted the journey.

This structure is scalable. It applies to the trials and 
tribulations of Herakles or a trip to the market. 

Structure

See also: 
Freytag’s Pyramid | Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs | Seven-Point Story Structure
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The MacGuffin
An object or device that serves as 
a trigger for the plot but is 
otherwise useless.

One of my favorite films is Alfred Hitchcock’s North by 
Northwest. An ad executive, played by Cary Grant, is 
mistaken for someone who is in possession of micro-
film containing top secret documents. There are some 
bad guys in pursuit of the microfilm and the protago-
nist. While the audience understands the microfilm ex-
ists and that it is essential to the plot, the content of the 
microfilm is never revealed. In reality, Hitchcock never 
meant for anyone to know the details of its content. He 
used the microfilm as a MacGuffin, a device that moves 
a plot along but has little significance otherwise.
 
All we learn about the microfilm is that it exists. What 
kind of secrets are on it? Why was it so important that 
people were willing to kill to get it? All of those details 
are inconsequential to the story. This plot device mere-
ly exists to set the events in motion. We aren’t meant to 
care about the microfilm; it’s a red herring. The Mac-
Guffin boils down to absolutely nothing at all, and, 
ironically, that’s what makes it useful.

When and if your design story requires a bit of a push 
to move things along, consider using or inventing a 
MacGuffin. While it is unlikely that you have secret 
microfilm, there are real MacGuffins, and they live in 
a world of intangibles or assets that are non-monetary 
and typically without physical substance. Examples 
of intangibles include licenses, trademarks, patents, 

brands, proprietary methodologies, and anything else 
that cannot be touched and maintain difficult-to-assign 
value. A person or goal can be a MacGuffin as well. 
Take a moment and consider the intangibles that move 
your design work along but are seldom mentioned in 
the stories you tell. Including a MacGuffin could, and 
should, be used as a catalyst that adds action and mo-
mentum to your story. 

For instance, I’ve previously highlighted a patent our 
team was granted, stemming from work completed 
years ago. Alongside, I’ve woven in research method-
ologies and workshop exercises that unearthed valu-
able insights, enriching the narrative although not 
directly tied to the design itself. The aim was to under-
score the depth of our research, informing our design 
decisions profoundly.

Moreover, I’ve recounted the indispensable role of 
a team member who wasn’t physically present, yet 
played a pivotal part in the project’s success. Simply 
mentioning their name and a defining trait piqued the 
audience’s curiosity, serving as an excellent narrative 
device akin to a MacGuffin. This approach, devoid of 
specific details, subtly underscores the presence of in-
tangible elements driving the narrative forward with-
out needing explicit portrayal.
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See also: 
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The Paradox of Suspense 
When a suspenseful story remains 
compelling despite its familiarity.

I’ve watched the film Jaws numerous times; it’s one of 
my favorites. I’m well-acquainted with its plot, dramat-
ic arcs, jump scares, and the ending. Yet, every time I 
rewatch the film, I find myself entangled in a state of 
suspense. Welcome to the paradox of suspense. 

Suspense is a complex cocktail of fear, hope, and un-
certainty. Emotions such as fear and hope, known as 
“prospect emotions,” depend on how desirable and like-
ly we perceive a future outcome to be. If I believe an 
undesirable outcome is highly likely, my fear increases. 
On the other hand, hope rises when an outcome ap-
pears both desirable and achievable.

Four theories clarify this paradox, all relevant for sto-
rytellers aiming to infuse suspense or maintain an au-
dience’s interest beyond its initial telling.

1. Entertained Uncertainty: Noël Carroll suggest-
ed suspense doesn’t require true uncertainty; imag-
ining alternate endings, even when knowing the 
outcome, can still create suspense. For instance, 

knowing a tragic event is coming doesn’t stop us 
from hoping for a different end.

2. Desire-Frustration Theory of Suspense: Aar-
on Smuts argued that suspense arises from the 
frustration of wanting to change an inevitable out-
come, not from uncertainty. We may feel power-
less and frustrated, not suspenseful, as we watch 
events we can’t alter.

3. Emotional Misidentification: Robert Yanal 
claimed that repeated viewings create anticipation, 
not suspense, which depends on uncertainty. In 
Rear Window, Jeff’s helplessness (being bound to a 
wheelchair) heightens shared frustration, showing 
that suspense might be unique to a first viewing.

4. Moment-by-Moment Forgetting Theory: Rich-
ard Gerrig contended that suspense does require 
uncertainty. Revisiting a story can reveal new de-
tails or interpretations, allowing us to feel suspense 
through forgotten or reinterpreted elements.

Emotion
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The Peak-End Rule 
Our memory is affected around the 
most intense moments and at the end 
of an experience.

The peak-end rule, conceived by Nobel Prize–winning 
psychologist Daniel Kahneman, provides insights into 
the cognitive biases shaping our recollection of past ex-
periences. Kahneman explains that our memories are 
often incomplete and influenced by the emotions we 
felt during those experiences. This explains why our 
memories can be somewhat irrational since we typical-
ly recall highlights and not details or the length of the 
experience. 

Kahneman describes two types of “selves.” One is 
the experiencing self, which is our instant-to-instant 
awareness or our state of being present. This “self” 
thinks intuitively, quickly, and unconsciously. In this 
state, humans seldom remember events past a few sec-
onds. However, the narrating self stores, collates, and 
builds narratives placed in our database (brain) as a 
memory. The narrating self edits, interprets, and, in 
many cases, supplements the experience, quickly be-
coming the stories we tell. 

Consider this: As you tell your stories, your audience 
is going through this process; eliminating bits of your 
story that are irrelevant or perhaps uninteresting. They 
will, however, recall an impactful ending as well as the 
peaks in your story. 

Our brain has a finite capacity to remember every expe-
rience we encounter, a mechanism crucial for our surviv-
al. It selectively retains memories that contribute to our 
well-being, discarding those that are irrelevant. Con-
sequently, our recollections gravitate toward the most 
pleasurable and painful moments, aiding us in avoiding 
threats and approaching enjoyable experiences.

Whether in design briefs, client meetings, or critiques, 
it is crucial to strategically incorporate memorable 
peaks and, at a minimum, ensure a positive ending. 
This principle holds true even in challenging situations, 
where concluding on a positive or encouraging note can 
significantly influence perceptions and outcomes.

Psychology + Philosophy
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The Senses
How humans interact and perceive the 
world around us.

I recently had an interesting experience at a car deal-
ership. As I explored a car, a salesperson with a unique 
approach caught my attention. After giving me a thor-
ough tour of the automobile, he ended with an unex-
pected demonstration. He opened and closed the driv-
er’s side door with a deliberate slam, then looked at me 
and asked, “Did you hear that?” Perplexed, I nodded, 
and he repeated the action, emphasizing the sound. 
The salesperson explained the significance of the care-
fully crafted sound of the door closing, a detail often 
overlooked by buyers. While I didn’t purchase the car, 
what lingered in my memory was that distinctive, sat-
isfying thump.

This encounter made me reflect on Edgar Dale’s Cone 
of Experience, which highlights the varying degrees of 
retention based on how information is presented. We 
remember 10 percent of what we read, 20 percent of 
what we hear, 30 percent of what we see, 50 percent of 
what we see and hear, 70 percent of what we discuss 
with others, 80 percent of what we experience, and 95 
percent of what we teach others. What would happen 
if we involved all of our five senses as well?

Every design has the potential to engage our senses. 
Incorporating descriptions of how your design impacts 
human senses, directly or indirectly, breathes life into 
your narrative. This approach is compelling because 
our senses are fundamental to perceiving the world, 
navigating hazards, and seeking enjoyment.

Sight is the simplest way to describe a design. It has to 
look like something, but can you stretch the description 
to something less literal that will strike an emotional 
yet familiar chord? Benjamin Moore has multiple paint 
colors in the red family, but they use descriptions like 
Hot Lips and Royal Flush. 

Taste is challenging to embed in a narrative, but the ef-
fect is outstanding when it works. You could generalize 
by saying the way the design performs is sweet, or if it 
pulls on the side of vibrant, it could even be spicy.

Touch is a sense I often use, including the process, ser-
vice, or finish being as smooth as silk or a color choice 
as being hot or cool.

Smell is a sense that stays resident in our memories 
for a very long time (for better or worse). If you can 
connect a scent and a design, it will yield a visceral re-
sponse. I recall describing walking into the famous Pa-
risian department store Galeries Lafayette, like walk-
ing through a field of flowers or designing a retail bank 
branch, hoping the environment smelled like money.

Sound is one sense that could be used comprehensive-
ly, such as the car door sounding like the thud of a muf-
fled bass drum or referring to a pattern that is noisy but 
effective. And, of course, I’ve been known to say, “This 
design is like music to my ears.” Or, “The silence of this 
audience is deafening.” 

Emotion
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The Trigger or 
Wicked Problem 
The reasons we tell stories and design 
things—the why behind the what.

While some problems are straightforward, only requir-
ing critical and creative thinking, others are more for-
midable and deemed “wicked.” By revealing a wicked 
problem in your narrative, you share the criticality of a 
design exercise. 

In mythology, a daunting predicament (wicked prob-
lem) can equate to a life-or-death struggle for a hero. 
In the real world, addressing wicked problems becomes 
imperative due to their potential to trigger severe fiscal, 
social, and brand crises if unresolved.

In 1973, Horst Rittel introduced ten attributes of wick-
ed problems, primarily around complex social issues. 

1. Wicked problems have no definitive formulation. 
The problem of poverty in Texas is grossly similar 
but discretely different from poverty in Nairobi, so 
no practical characteristics describe “poverty.”  

2. It’s hard to measure or claim success with wicked 
problems because they bleed into one another, un-
like the boundaries of traditional design problems 
that can be articulated or defined.  

3. Solutions to wicked problems can be only good or 
bad, not true or false. There is no idealized end state 
to arrive at, and so approaches to wicked problems 
should be tractable ways to improve a situation 
rather than solve it.  

4. There is no template to follow when tackling a 
wicked problem, although history may provide 

a guide. Teams that approach wicked problems 
must make things up as they go.  

5. There is always more than one explanation for a 
wicked problem, with the appropriateness of the 
explanation depending on the individual perspec-
tive of the designer.  

6. Every wicked problem is a symptom of another 
problem. For example, the interconnected quality 
of socioeconomic political systems illustrates how 
a change in education will cause new behavior in 
nutrition.  

7. No mitigation strategy for a wicked problem has a 
definitive scientific test because humans invented 
wicked problems, and science exists to understand 
natural phenomena.  

8. Offering a “solution” to a wicked problem frequent-
ly is a “one shot” design effort because intervention 
changes the design space enough to minimize the 
ability for trial and error. 

9. Every wicked problem is unique.  
10. Designers attempting to address a wicked problem 

must be fully responsible for their actions. 

Identifying a wicked problem is not merely about com-
prehending the potential returns of one’s efforts; it’s 
about grasping the fundamental reason for undertak-
ing the design endeavor. 

Literary Device

See also: 
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The Wall
The imaginary wall that sits between 
the teller of a story and their audience.

In fiction, the fourth wall is an imaginary barrier 
separating characters and actors from their audience. 
For example, during a theatrical performance, an ac-
tor may momentarily break character to address the 
audience directly, causing the illusionary fourth wall 
to collapse. Once the direct interaction with the au-
dience concludes, the actors return to onstage perfor-
mance, reinstating the fourth wall.
 
Breaking the fourth wall disrupts the narrative flow 
to convey a specific (or special) message. Whether in-
terrupting the story with a question, stumbling over 
words, offering apologies, or spontaneously sharing 
a personal detail, each instance shatters the illusion 
of seamless storytelling or the continuity of a theat-
rical performance.

Breaking the fourth wall offers both advantages and 
disadvantages in storytelling. It re-captures the au-
dience, reeling them back in if their attention falters. 
 
I’ve broken the fourth wall to emphasize crucial 
points during design briefings. However, such in-
stances demand careful consideration to avoid dis-
rupting the story’s momentum. If you do this, you 

Literary Device
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might have to remind your audience where you left 
off unless the break is brief.
 
In one memorable instance, I recognized the skep-
ticism of my client’s chief financial officer. I paused 
and addressed him directly, reassuring him the re-
turn on investment would exceed his expectations. 
He was clearly out of his comfort zone during the 
design brief, so I broke the wall and engaged with 
him directly.
 
Involving an audience by inviting their thoughts or 
questions breaks the fourth wall.
 
During presentations, I often defer to a team mem-
ber, introducing a rhythm to the narrative while giv-
ing myself a moment to regroup.
 
If you choose to break the fourth wall, do your best 
to make it seem natural. When executed clumsily, it 
may come across as disorganized. Above all, break-
ing the fourth wall should enhance, not overshadow, 
the narrative. When employing this technique, it’s 
crucial to guide the reader back to the main story, 
ensuring continuity.
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The Willing Suspension of 
Disbelief and Poetic Faith
Suspending one’s capacity for critical 
and logical thinking to temporarily 
believe in something that appears too 
extraordinary to be real.

The concept of “suspension of disbelief” originated with 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge in 1817. His premise was that 
a writer could infuse “human interest and a semblance 
of truth into a fantastic tale,” enabling the reader to set 
aside judgment regarding the narrative’s implausibility. 
In collaboration with William Wordsworth, Coleridge 
embarked on an experiment to fashion stories with “su-
pernatural qualities” that could convey a “semblance of 
truth.” Coleridge referred to this idea as “poetic faith,” 
which could only occur when the audience suspended 
their disbelief. 

Coleridge underscored that suspending disbelief is a 
self-imposed, conscious decision. His thesis primarily 
pertained to literature and poetry, but “poetic faith” 
applies to all forms of storytelling, including the land-
scape of contemporary marketing and design. In a 
world where individuals confront a ceaseless barrage 

of meticulously crafted marketing messages every day 
and every minute, the immediate response often tends 
to be detachment. In such a scenario, the willingness to 
suspend one’s disbelief may seem beyond reach. 

However, when a message captures our attention and 
prompts a momentary consideration, regardless of its 
feasibility, we may immerse ourselves in an alternate 
reality or momentarily disbelieve what we consider 
true to fulfill our needs. 

The following principles assist in fostering the suspen-
sion of disbelief and securing poetic faith: 

 •Grounding the Extraordinary in Fact: To 
encourage an audience’s willingness to believe, it 
is crucial to provide a foundation of facts, even if 
these facts are artfully fabricated. Whether a story 
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When a message captures 
our attention and prompts a 
momentary consideration, 
regardless of its feasibility, we 
may immerse ourselves in an 
alternate reality or momentarily 
disbelieve what we consider
true to fulfill our needs. 

resides in reality or fantasy, a symbiotic relation-
ship between these facts and the narrative’s plot 
is vital. For instance, without explaining Super-
man’s extraordinary powers, the audience would 
struggle to suspend their disbelief when he takes 
his first flight. 

 •Humanizing Characters: Characters, whether 
sentient or not, must exhibit relatable human traits, 
often drawn from archetypes. These shared charac-
teristics establish a profound connection with the 
audience, even within the most fantastical stories. 
Take, for example, Thor in the Marvel Cinematic 
Universe. Despite his physically imposing presence 
and unwavering commitment to good, he is por-
trayed with familiar and vulnerable human quali-
ties, such as jealousy and depression, as seen when 
he gains substantial weight in Avengers: Endgame 
and appears jealous of his mortal girlfriend, Jane. 

 •Consistency in World-building: The story-
teller must meticulously craft and adhere to a  
defined worldview and set of rules from the  
story’s inception. Deviating from these rules can 
disrupt the audience’s engagement and belief in 
the narrative. These rules can be extraordinary but 
must be constructed to render the story implausible 
but not impossible. The world enveloping the story 
should, in some manner, appear within the realm of 
possibility, and the boundaries of what is permitted 
and acceptable should be clearly established. 
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Theodore Levitt and the 
Quarter-Inch Hole
The quarter-inch hole is one of 
the greatest yet simplest 
marketing theories.

after a hard day at work and listen to your favorite mu-
sic. Or, if I were designing a self-service device that 
sold train tickets, I would tell a story about how, after a 
long day in the office, a commuter arrived home quick-
ly and efficiently to enjoy a family dinner and a child’s 
soccer game. 

Levitt argued that businesses often prioritize short-
term wins over sustainable growth, a phenomenon he 
called “marketing myopia.” This occurs when compa-
nies focus on immediate needs, rather than on cus-
tomers’ long-term desires. For example, the railroad 
industry saw itself as a railroad provider rather than 
a transportation provider, missing broader growth op-
portunities. Similarly, when television emerged, film 
industry leaders saw themselves as selling film instead 
of entertainment, ignoring the consumer’s true desire: 
to be entertained.

Craft a narrative solely focused on the human expe-
rience, devoid of any design specifications such as ob-
jects, screens, processes, or journey maps. 

Psychology + Philosophy

See also: 
Calls to Action | Jobs to Be Done | Resource-Based Theory (Marketing) 
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The philosophy of Theodore Levitt, encapsulated 
in his famous statement, “People don’t want a quar-
ter-inch drill, they want a quarter-inch hole,” has been 
a wellspring of inspiration for me. Levitt’s wisdom un-
derscores the fundamental principle that organizations 
must understand and fulfill the desires and needs of 
their customers just as much as, if not more than, the 
efficient production of goods and services. 

Envision a design narrative stripped of technology, 
form, and function. It would simply include the essence 
of its outcome, devoid of the details that made it what 
it is. This notion offers a lens to unveil the spirit and 
purpose behind a design and its story, transcending its 
physical or digital manifestation and focusing on why 
it was undertaken in the first place. 

Suppose I was designing a retail store that sold audio 
equipment. In that case, I might feel compelled to tell a 
story about where the components sat within the envi-
ronment, how shoppers would navigate the aisles, and 
the placement of marketing material. Alternatively, 
what would happen if I simply told the story of what it 
would be like to sit back in the most comfortable chair 
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Thesis + Antithesis = Synthesis
A point, followed by an alternative 
point, followed by a solution.

While telling a design story, I’m often asked how 
the design was conceived. Rather than providing a 
direct answer, I regularly describe this simple but 
effective method for vetting ideas: thesis, antithe-
sis, and synthesis. 

 •The thesis is an initial proposition.

 •The antithesis negates the thesis and reacts to the 
proposition.

 •The synthesis solves the conflict between the 
thesis and antithesis by reconciling their common 
truths and forming a new proposition.

For example:
 
 •Thesis: The new hotel room should include a 

small sofa and chair.

 •Antithesis: The budget will not allow for the fur-
niture, and guests spend little time in their rooms.

 
 •Synthesis: Design a lounge space in the lobby 

with private and semi-private areas for work and 
socialization. 

With its roots in philosophy, this model offers a simple 
way to advance ideas and structure answers to ques-
tions related to how a design is conceived. An idea or 
concept is presented, highlighting its advantages and 
limitations. Through analysis and innovative thinking, 
designers tackle the obstacles, ultimately arriving at a 
novel solution.

The most challenging part of this process is the nega-
tion or contradiction of the initial thesis, especially for 
those designs that require a significant amount of time 
and effort to conceive. This proposition demonstrates 
that we can navigate challenges through careful analy-
sis and innovation, leading to a resolution that propels 
us forward. 

In practice, there has to be a willingness to dispose of 
ideas that are not meaningful or do not solve a problem 
for the defined user or user group. 

If you choose to use this scheme, try presenting it this 
way. The first designer introduces the main thesis; the 
second designer presents the antithesis; and finally, 
the third designer—typically the most senior design-
er—presents the synthesis, showcasing teamwork and 
thoughtfulness.

Psychology + Philosophy

See also: 
Essence Model | Kill Your Darlings | Gestalt
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Through analysis 
and innovative  
thinking, designers  
tackle the obstacles, 
ultimately arriving at  
a novel solution.
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Three-Act Structure
The simplest structure of a story.

Of all the story structures to choose from, the simplest 
and perhaps oldest is the three-act structure. Trac-
ing back to Aristotle’s Poetics, this structure focuses 
on three story beats or shifts in the way the narrative 
plays out. According to Aristotle, stories are a chain of 
cause-and-effect actions, each inspiring the next. Story 
beats are moments/events that move a story forward, 
frequently referred to as story shifts. 

Each act owns at least one plot point. Together, they 
make a complete story. 

Act one begins with exposition, establishing the story’s 
worldview. The two most essential items that need to 
occur in act one are describing the status quo before it 
changes and the inciting incident or catalyst that moves 
the story along. In most cases, the inciting incident cre-
ates an imbalance in the ordinary world.

 Example: My client expressed concern that his 
company was experiencing diminishing conver-

sion rates on its e-commerce site. Examining the 
status quo confirmed the site had not changed in 
three years while the competition repeatedly up-
dated their environment. If a redesign did not im-
prove the conversion rates, they would be out of 
business in six months. 

Act two refers to the rising action that devolves into 
crisis, difficulty, or challenges. A journey (work) begins 
in an attempt to remediate the challenge or inciting 
incident. The protagonists (clients) have committed to 
changing the status quo and will face tasks, tests, and 
trials, some of which might seem unsolvable and risky. 
 
 Example: The client decided they would fund a 

new e-commerce site; however, some members of 
the in-house marketing team were disinterested in 
promoting the transformation, and the expense of 
the redesign was higher than the client could af-
ford. After an extensive ROI discovery phase, it 
was proven that the proposed design would exceed 

Structure
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financial expectations, and the design team was 
given the go-ahead. 

Act three typically includes a final dramatic conflict, 
confrontation, or clash that raises the level of drama 
and uncertainty to another level. Things unwind at 
their peak of dramatic tension, and a new status quo or 
transformation is revealed.

 Example: Just prior to the release of the new web-
site, our client’s most significant competitor pub-
lished a new site that was met with high demand. 
With few other choices, we released the new 
e-commerce site. The first two days saw little to no 
traffic, but on the third day, we saw a considerable 
uptick in conversion rates that exceeded our expec-
tations. Three months later, our client purchased 
the competitors business.

The story beats in this three-act structure should be 
clear.

 •Act One: The client recognizes their receding role 
and complacency in the marketplace. 

 •Act Two: Despite recognizing that survival de-
pends on a redesign, team members are resistant.

 •Act Three: Success is not enjoyed immediately, 
but with patience and confidence, the client suc-
ceeds.

The underlined words above are the “story beats.” They 
ensure your story is well-organized, void of complexi-
ty, and actionable. 

Act One
Set up

Climax of
Act One

Climax of
Act Two

Climax of
Act Three

Mid Point
(a big twist)

Beginning

Inciting
Incident

Second
Thoughts

Obstacle
Obstacle

Obstacle
Disaster

Crisis

Wrap-up
Ascending 

Action
Descending 

Action End

Act Two
Confrontation

Act Three
Resolution
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Tone and Tenor
Describing the overall attitude, mood, 
and depth of a story.

Every human interaction carries a tune and meaning. 
Both are essential elements of human expression, often 
referred to as tone and tenor. 

Tone, the melody of communication, paints the emo-
tional landscape behind each word spoken or written. 
Like a painter’s brushstrokes, it shapes the atmosphere 
and feeling that envelops our expressions. From the bit-
ing sarcasm that cuts through the air to the joyful ca-
dence that lifts spirits, tone guides our interpretation of 
the world around us. In literature, authors masterfully 
wield tone to evoke a symphony of emotions in their 
readers, crafting narratives that vibrate long after the 
story concludes.

Yet beneath the melody lies the substance of our ex-
pressions—the tenor. Like the steady beat of a drum, 
tenor anchors our words in deeper meaning and inten-
tion. It is the silent force that guides our understand-
ing beyond the surface, revealing the true essence of 
our communication. In rhetoric, the tenor of a mes-
sage can sway hearts and minds, shaping perceptions 
and beliefs.

While tone and tenor work in harmony, they each play 
a distinct role in orchestrating human expression. Tone 
paints the emotional canvas, while tenor lays the foun-
dation of the meaning beneath. Though tone may vary 
with emotion, tenor remains a constant, guiding light.

Can you identify the tone of something you’ve designed 
or an idea that remains resident in your mind?

Once you identify the tone, what is the tenor of the 
thing you identified?

Key differences between tone and tenor:

•Focus:
 •Tone: Focuses on the emotional or attitudinal 

aspect.
 •Tenor: Focuses on the subject matter.
 
•Changeability:
 •Tone: Can change within the same context. For 

example, a serious tone turning playful.
 •Tenor: Remains constant within a given context.
 
•Interplay:
 •Tone interacts with the tenor to create meaning. 

For example, a serious tone discussing a tragic 
event conveys empathy.

 •Tenor provides the context for understanding 
tone. Different tenors require different tones.

It is essential to note that everything designed has tone 
and tenor. When it becomes difficult to assign meaning 
to something, consider the tone and tenor you wish to 
project in your design.

Literary Device
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While tone and tenor 
work in harmony, they 
each play a distinct  
role in orchestrating 
human expression.
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Transformation
Stories have two jobs: to prompt 
transformation and to provoke action.

The day began with a whisped breeze, fooling anyone 
who knew it was tornado season. But the whisper pro-
gressed into a squall, and the bright sky darkened to a 
grey gloom.

A young boy stood next to his sister, holding a phone 
in the air as their mother explained that she’d be home 
as soon they reopened flooded Walnut Creek Road. 
She told them to brush up and tuck into bed; the storm 
would pass quickly. 

A barn door could be heard slamming shut, interrupt-
ed by the crash of thunder that startled the boy who 
dropped the phone, ending the call and shattering the 
phone. 

The children ran to their bedroom and jumped un-
der their covers, passing a newspaper with the head-
line “The Clown Slayer Strikes Again”. With blankets 
pulled up to their wide-open eyes, their mother’s soon-
to-be-ended storm instead grew in intensity, and then 
the lights went out. 

With flashlights in hand, the children did what they were 
taught: go to the basement where they would be safe from 
tornados. The basement door opened with squeaks and 
creaks. They were headed down the steps when they heard 
a noise; something was alive and moving in the dark. As 
they got closer to the unseen sound, they embraced each 
other. The boy pointed his flashlight in the direction of 
the sound. He picked up a baseball bat that was leaning 
conveniently against the wall and got ready to swing. 

Emotion
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The sound came from behind a partially closed door, 
and became more pronounced as the children got clos-
er. As the boy reached for the door with the bat in 
hand, the family cat jumped out. And just then, the 
lights were restored. They laughed, embraced the cat, 
and relaxed. The boy dropped the bat in relief. 

The children turned around and, on the steps leading to 
the basement, stood a clown holding an axe.

The children froze in terror. The cat had a different 
idea. She jumped from the boy’s arms directly at the 
clown’s face; he dropped his axe, which fell on his foot, 
sending him tumbling down the stairs. The children 
ran up the stairs to be greeted by their mother and two 
policemen. As the police retrieved the clown, the family 
cat emerged from the basement door with the clown’s 
red nose planted on the tip of her heroic face. Despite 
the trauma, the reunited family laughed amid the tears. 

I shared this story with a group of graduate design 
and film students, igniting meaningful reflections that 
sparked discussions about lifestyle changes. Partic-
ipants voiced concerns about leaving their children 
home alone, crime, reconsidering home security, rea-
sons not to live in the tornado belt, and even rethink-
ing hiring clowns for birthday parties. This exercise 
demonstrated how storytelling can effectively inspire 
transformation.



“I definitely need to update my 
home security system, and 
there’s no way I’d ever leave 
my kids home alone. Also, I’m 
officially done with circuses that 
have clowns. And don’t even get 
me started on the basement—I’m 
never going down there again!”
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Verisimilitude
The appearance of being true.

Every storyteller wishes to have their story appear 
true or real. This holds true across genres, wheth-
er it’s the far reaches of science fiction, the unlikely 
scenarios of romantic comedy, or design narratives 
that assert imminent transformations and innova-
tions. With roots in philosophy, verisimilitude sepa-
rates truth from untruths or inaccuracies.

Verisimilitude relies on the bedrock of authenticity 
and realism. Whether manifested through charac-
ters, settings, or dialogue, storytelling endeavors to 
weave a narrative that resonates as genuine and be-
lievable to its audience.

Consider, for example, a design narrative brimming 
with innovative concepts. While it showcases trans-
formative ideas or promises lucrative returns, there 
exists a delicate equilibrium between captivating the 
audience and averting skepticism. It is imperative for 
the storyteller to maintain a narrative firmly rooted 
in reality, steering clear of exaggeration or sensa-
tionalism that might erode its perceived credibility. 
Yet, there are moments where a hint of embellish-
ment becomes requisite to elevate a groundbreaking 
design into something truly extraordinary. Nonethe-
less, the semblance of truth must always reign su-
preme.

The most heroic character in a fictional story whose 
dialogue and characteristics mirror normalcy comes 

across as truthful despite the display of superhuman 
strength and courage. On the other hand, I recently 
heard a design narrative that focused on a persona 
that did not sound like anyone I had ever met or ob-
served. She was too good to be true. The story and 
storyteller lost instant credibility; there was no per-
ceptible verisimilitude.

There are two types of verisimilitude: cultural and 
generic. Cultural verisimilitude embodies the real 
world or life as we know it. To gain a level of cultur-
al verisimilitude, your design narrative must reflect 
traditionally familiar and plausible things. Generic 
verisimilitude speaks to credibility through the con-
sistency of a narrative. This simply means that, to 
maintain a level of truth, the story should not sway 
from its original premise. 

To achieve verisimilitude is to:

 •Offer detailed descriptions that are difficult or 
impossible to dispute. 

 •Describe any and all emotions the user of the de-
sign is expected to feel. 

 •Whenever something out of the ordinary or inno-
vative is mentioned, it is a good idea to re-ground 
your audience with something recognizable or 
commonly understood. 

 •Always be prepared to respond to dissent with 
the truth. 

Literary Device
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Vonnegut’s 
Shapes of Stories
Kurt Vonnegut’s simple yet effective 
story structures.

Writing a book on storytelling without a page ded-
icated to Kurt Vonnegut’s shapes of stories would 
be sacrilege.
 
Kurt Vonnegut poses and answers the following ques-
tion in his “autobiographical collage,” Palm Sunday: 
“What has been my prettiest contribution to the cul-
ture?” His answer: “I would say it was a master’s thesis 
in anthropology, which was rejected by the University 
of Chicago a long time ago. It was rejected because it 
was simple and looked like too much fun. One must not 
be too playful.” 

His underlying concept posits that stories possess 
identifiable structures akin to patterns on graph paper 
and contends that understanding the narrative struc-
ture of a society is just as “interesting as the shape of 
its pots and spearheads.” Vonnegut’s structure includes 
two axes. The Y axis signifies good and bad. The X axis 
represents the story’s beginning and end. He portrays 
this graph with The Man in a Hole story. A man lives 
a normal life enjoying good fortune on the Y axis. The 
story progresses on the X axis until he falls into a hole; 
at this point, he is quickly met with misfortune, and 
the shape of his story graph drops severely. He is soon 
found and rescued, at which point his good fortune re-
turns, as does the shape of his story graph. 

An important note: Vonnegut conjectured that, “there’s 
no reason these shapes couldn’t be fed into computers.” 
A man ahead of his time, he would have appreciated 
the University of Vermont and University of Adelaide 
2016 study entitled Six Basic Shapes Dominate the 
Emotional Arcs of Stories. The study used sentiment 
analysis and natural language processing to consider 
approximately 2,000 works of fiction to determine if 
stories have universal shapes. It turns out that Vonne-
gut was correct. Not only that, but he was also able to 
foreshadow the coming of AI. His “Shapes of Stories” 
framework is simple yet ingenious, as it alleviates the 
intimidation factor in storytelling. I highly recommend 
watching the video of Vonnegut explaining his theo-
ry—it is short, to the point, and simply delightful. 

Consider using this formula upon completing a design 
before you craft your story. Which of the eight shapes 
best describes your design and your design journey, 
as well as how the humans for whom the design is in-
tended live their lives and how using your design will 
affect their lives? You might also consider using one or 
more of these shapes during your research stage to bet-
ter plot your personas. One last thing: As you become 
familiar with these story shapes, it will become natural 
for you to recognize them in just about every story you 
hear or tell. 

Structure
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1. Man in Hole

3. From Bad to 
Worse 

5. Creation Story

7. New Testament

2. Boy Meets Girl

4. Which Way is Up? 

6. Old Testament

8. Cinderella
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Vulnerability
Exposing one’s emotions 
or weaknesses.

For a while, I found myself telling stories in the voice 
of someone I could not recognize. I was not allowing 
my audience to see me, and, as a result, my stories nev-
er revealed their true value, and my audience never 
fully understood me. When you tell your story, you 
are a part of it, so why not allow yourself to be seen, to 
be vulnerable? 

Some might consider being vulnerable a weakness. In 
fact, it is a strength. Why? Because every human feels 
or is vulnerable at one time or another; when you show 
it, other humans will recognize this emotional expo-
sure and connect with you. The same is true for the sto-
ries you tell about your designs and innovations. 

I am encouraging writers and designers to bravely ex-
pose some level of vulnerability while telling a story.

Knowing how much to expose could be challenging. It 
is always helpful to break from your design narrative 
to speak about a challenge or encounter that posed a 
unique obstacle. In some situations, mentioning that 
you learned something new demonstrates your ability 
to be vulnerable. Your audience will appreciate these 
side moments that show you are just as susceptible to 
failure or being uninformed as the next guy. Let’s face 

it: No one is perfect, and it’s always comforting to hear 
someone acknowledge their imperfections. 

I recall a speech given by JetBlue founder David Neele-
man. As he spoke about his airline’s strategy, success, 
and errors, he also spoke about his ADHD and diffi-
culties in reading. It was clear how the audience imme-
diately bonded with him and, to an extent, rooted for 
his success. 

Vulnerability does not have to be exclusively about 
one’s personal life; it also lives in the domains of busi-
ness and design. It is always powerful to speak about 
a fault or imperfection associated with your business 
or group or the design itself as long as you are able to 
address how the challenge is being remediated, demon-
strating your ability to take these encounters head-on. 
It’s worth repeating that humans are not infallible, and 
when an audience hears stories that expose vulnerabil-
ities, they relate, connect, and trust. Another reason 
to open yourself up to vulnerability is that it creates a 
level of conflict in a story, and conflict (another story-
telling principle) is an ingredient for captivating stories. 
All audiences enjoy being agitated by conflict and en-
joy its resolution just as much. 

Emotion
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Work Backwards
Begin writing your story from 
the ending.

Crafting design narratives benefits from a unique ad-
vantage: we often know the ending before we begin. 
This familiarity allows us to employ a technique found 
across storytelling genres, be it fiction or nonfiction: 
working backward. Even when a design remains un-
finished or at the proposal stage, envisioning the even-
tual deliverable aids in structuring the narrative from 
its ending. This approach proves effective as it com-
pels us to address pivotal inquiries such as the design’s 
purpose, its target audience, anticipated obstacles, the 
delineation of value (both tangible and intangible), the 
research influencing the final design, and the distin-
guishing features setting this design apart from com-
petitive designs. Knowing your story’s outcome will 
give you all the clues and prompts necessary for a 
great beginning. 

Consider the following points when writing backward:

 •While we typically start design projects by defining 
user personas and archetypes, beginning your story 
from the end considers additional users, stakehold-
ers, and investors that might have been excluded.

 •Starting your story from the end informs back-
story, foreshadowing, and exposition, influenc-
ing the level of detail needed at the beginning. An 

overabundance of exposition might cause an audi-
ence to lose patience and interest. This approach 
better informs precisely what is necessary in ex-
position.

 •From the end, looking forward makes it easier 
to identify the critical problems and opportuni-
ties faced during the design process. Some will be 
worth mentioning. 

 •Beyond the primary design goals, exploring 
backward may reveal secondary and tertiary ob-
jectives, broadening your design’s appeal and con-
sumer base.

 •Starting from the ending often sparks greater 
creativity in crafting your story, possibly because 
it diverges from the conventional methods. It’s not 
about telling the story in reverse, though it can be 
effective; it’s about approaching storytelling dif-
ferently, through an atypical lens.

 •And finally, once you identify your ending, you 
will have a much better time crafting your begin-
ning. If you capture your audience at once upon a 
time, you will likely keep them until you’re happily 
ever after.

Always remember exceptional endings will always 
bring your audience back.

Methods/Tools
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...Once Upon a Time

Happily Ever After...
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World-Building
The world your humans, designs, and 
environments live in.

In world-building, you consider everything that exists 
in the world that surrounds your design. Nothing in our 
world exists in isolation. When examining a culture, it 
is essential to understand the surrounding world and 
the things that affect cognition, behavior, and tradi-
tion. Of course, we never want to overrun a story with 
too much protracted and unnecessary information; 
however, explaining the world your design lives in sets 
context, meaning, and value.

Here is a list of elements that you might consider in-
cluding while building your world:

 Context: Where will your design be used, sold, or 
discussed? If it’s for a kitchen, focus on the kitch-
en, not just the tool.

 Resources: What resources does your design 
need? Consider fuel, water, sunlight, etc.

 Economics: Are economic factors relevant? Note 
if the design suits a luxury or broad-market audi-
ence, especially in tough times.

 History: Does the past provide context or add 
meaning to your design?

 Politics: Are there political or regulatory consid-
erations?

Of course, a world could not be built without people. 
These are your personas, archetypes, and real humans 
(and other species, like pets) who will use, support, and 

advocate for your work. In many, if not most, cases, 
world-building requires diversity. There is nothing ho-
mogenous in the real world. Include elements of lan-
guage, ceremonies, and rituals that bring your design 
to life.

World-building must also include appropriate technol-
ogy that makes the world go around. This might in-
clude enabling technology, innovations, or legacy tech 
that will affect your design.

Education, training, and mentorship are all a natural 
part of world-building. Based on the complexity and 
familiarity of your design, consider including how con-
sumers will become aware of your design, how to use 
it, and where to go for help.

Humans are always concerned with health and well-be-
ing, including physical, emotional, and mental health. 
Will your design contribute in one way or another to 
the well-being of the humans who use and advocate for 
your design? 

The sheer expanse of our world offers designers an 
electrifying canvas. Picturing the environment where 
your design will take root is not just pivotal but down-
right invigorating. It’s this process that infuses your 
design with soul, amplifying its essence and affirming 
its impact on the world at large.

Methods/Tools

100/100

See also: 
Ceremonies and Rituals | Essence Model | Master Planning
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