
 
 
 

  
 

The Business Side of Storytelling 
Excerpted from Steven Shepard’s book The Deliberate Storyteller. 
 
One of the most important trends we have seen – and nearly universally, by the way – is 
a tendency on the part of sales professionals to offer a solution too soon in the 
conversation with the customer. This is often the result of a lack of understanding and 
awareness of the issues facing the customer and their company, or more importantly, a 
failure to engage with customer representatives who are high enough in the food chain 
to be concerned with strategic issues. We routinely make the case that “Strategic people 
want to hear strategic messages.” Storytelling can be an important element in the art of 
the “executive sell.”  

Becoming a Trusted Advisor 
We spend a lot of time discussing the “Trusted Advisor” role for one simple reason: It is 
the best possible relationship to have with a strategic client. It takes time to get there, 
and requires a lot of work, but it is a highly desirable place to be. Imagine a scenario 
where the customer invites you to the planning table to help them make a business-
critical decision, even if you aren’t going to get the business – that’s how strong the 
Trusted Advisor role is. In the short-term, it isn’t necessarily a comfortable position to be 
in (you’re not getting the business, after all), but in the long-term, it’s as good as it gets.  
 
There is a progression that all sales professionals go through as they become more 
experienced during their careers. Some achieve Trusted Advisor status; many do not, 
largely because they fail to see the benefits of a long-term relationship with the client 
that may not yield immediate large-scale results, or they target relationships that aren’t 
high enough in the food chain to be meaningful. Some simply don’t have the patience. 
But for those who become Trusted Advisors, the rewards tend to be large and the 
relationships they groom with their customers tend to be long-term and based on a 
combination of trust and intimacy. 
 
Trusted advisors are sales professionals for whom the relationship they have with their 
client supersedes everything. It is crucial to them because they realize that without a 
relationship based fundamentally on trust they are nothing more than another vendor to 
that customer, and that is not a place where anyone wants to operate today. Vendors 
tend to be part of a large herd, where winners become winners by offering the cheapest 
price for the product they’re selling. They operate in the commodity domain, focused on 
making sales rather than on solving customer problems. As such they don’t bring value  



 
 
 

  
 

 
nor do they earn customer trust. Trusted Advisors operate at much higher levels, where 
trust is everything, and transactions are based on value rather than cost. Value, in turn, 
is created by skilled sales people who understand the elements of the Trusted Advisor 
Model, shown above, know their customers intimately, and can relate the elements of 
selling to their customers’ situations through effective storytelling. They understand 
better than anyone the importance of leaving discussions about actual product until the 
end of the dance, preferring instead to engage in a dialogue or conversation with the 
customer that ultimately leads to a sale. 
 

So with all this in mind, let’s turn our attention now to an enterprise storytelling model 
that we call “The Trusted Advisor Star.” 

The Trusted Advisor Star™ 
The Star came about because of our work with sales organizations all over the world, 
particularly those in the technology domain. As we developed an understanding of the 
forces that shape the behavior of sales teams in competitive environments, we came to 
realize that there are four interactive elements that, if integrated properly, lead to sales 
success and high levels of customer intimacy – and, to achievement of Trusted Advisor 
status. Those four elements are the trends that guide an industry; the business issues  



 
 
 

  
 

that shape companies; the impact trends have on those issues; and the solutions that 
provide a “rescue” from these forces.  
 
These four elements are mutually dependent on one another and a clear understanding 
of each, coupled with a solid understanding of the interdependencies that connect them, 
is crucial to sales, customer service, and, to a large extent, marketing success. Stories that 
are built around these elements tend to be effective within the sales domain because 
they help to create a compelling vision of “what could be” in the mind of the customer 
and eliminate obstacles to trust. So before we get into the four elements that surround 
the star, let’s talk about the thinking behind it. 

The Thinking behind the Star 
It’s all about the message. 
 
In the world of sales and marketing, the difference between being seen by the customer 
as a low-level, commodity vendor or a trusted advisor is a matter of intimacy and 
relevance. The process of achieving trusted advisor status is fundamentally based on the 
long-term development of a trust-based relationship between the provider of a product, 
service or message (the seller) and the buyer of that product, service or message (the  
customer). And in the truest sense of storytelling, trust stems from the moment at which 
both parties find common ground with each other.  
 
In the world of business where Joe Candido and I do a great deal of work, particularly in 
the technology domain, we have found that the best way to begin the process of creating 
a trust-based relationship is by talking to the customer about the trends and forces that 
are shaping the world in which they operate. The conversation goes something like this: 
 
Seller: “I’m glad we can meet today as I have some very interesting information to share. As you 
know, I follow your industry pretty closely and have noticed a handful of what I think are 
significant trends that will have a major impact on your business over the next year or so. I’d like 
to run them by you if you don’t mind to see if you’re seeing the same things.” 
 
There are several reasons why this approach is so powerful. First, it begins as a 
conversation among equals who share a common set of beliefs - or soon will. This 
eliminates the distrust that often emerges in first-time conversations between a seller 
and a potential buyer. Second, by starting the conversation with a focus on significant 
trends that shape the customer’s world, the seller establishes her or himself as an 
authority that can be trusted. Third, the conversation doesn’t begin with a hard sell, a 
practice seen among inexperienced sales or marketing professionals who have a 



 
 
 

  
 

tendency to jump to the sell too soon and are immediately branded in the mind of the 
customer as a vendor rather than a trusted advisor - who is more of an equal.  
 
We came up with the Star, shown above, as a tool to help sales and marketing 
professionals maximize the professional impact of their customer interactions. Let’s look 
at in detail. 
 
The four points of the Trusted Advisor Star are labeled Trends, Business Issues, Impact, 
and Solutions. It is designed as a guide for integrating the storytelling process into 
conversations with customers.  

Navigating the Star 
We use the Star as a tool to help us guide the conversation we want to have with a 
customer, and we always begin the conversation with the Trends. Trends are forces that 
have universal impact on the industries that face them. They tend to be big, hairy, forces 
that change the direction of entire industries and often determine their survival potential 
in the medium to long-term. Like glaciers, these trends tend to be relatively slow 
moving, but have massive and unavoidable impact when all is said and done. “Bring 
Your Own Device (BYOD),” for example, is a major sub-trend within the “mega-trend” 
known as “Consumerization of IT.” It isn’t happening fast, but it is happening, and 
when it’s done it will have transformed entire industries and fundamentally changed 
the role of enterprise IT, because employees now insist on bringing their own devices – 
iPhones and iPads, for example – to work, because they know them, are comfortable 
with them, and are most productive when using them. It gets even more complicated 
when we consider the fact that recent study showed that 73% of enterprise employees 
rely on applications to do their jobs that are not sanctioned by their companies. 
 
But IT isn’t the only organization affected by these trends. While technology 
organizations struggle to support BYOD, other leaders are trying to harness the power 
of BYOD to improve employee productivity, customer service response or speed to 
market. 
 
The key here is that companies worldwide are feeling the impact of these trends widely 
and deeply and are often paralyzed into inaction by them. When you walk in the door 
with a story that demonstrates an understanding of these trends, you offer a glimmer of 
hope for resolution. You also demonstrate a deeper and broader understanding of the 
customer’s industry as well as shared “skin in the game.” 
 



 
 
 

  
 

The Star, however, is like a clock face – from the Trends position at nine o’clock, it can be 
navigated in two different directions. We can travel in a clockwise direction in which 
case we move from Trends to Business Issues. Alternatively, we can travel in a counter-
clockwise direction, in which case we move from Trends to Solutions. Note, however, 
that the waters between Trends and Solutions are labeled in red—‘off limits.’  Why? 
Because this is a bad practice. If you discuss the Trends with the client and demonstrate 
your understanding of the issues they face, you are on the road to becoming a Trusted 
Advisor. If, however, you then start talking about Solutions, you immediately “demote” 
yourself to the status of a common Vendor, and the customer begins to think, “I knew 
there was a reason this person wants to meet with me – they want to sell me something.” 
At this stage in the game the conversation comes to a grinding halt and will most likely 
not resume.  
 
A better strategy, therefore, is to travel clockwise around the Star, moving from Trends 
to Business Issues. Notice that the waters between these two arms of the Star are labeled, 
“Engagement,” with a subtitle of “Challenge.” At this point in the conversation you are 
engaged with the client in a two-way conversation about the Trends and how they relate  
 
to the business issues they face on a daily basis. Notice also that the nature of the 
conversation has changed from a monologue, during which you present your 
observations about the Trends, to a Dialogue, during which the client begins to address 
the business issues they face. At this point the engagement becomes a legitimate 
conversation. From a storytelling perspective, this is also where you present the 
challenge, which as you now know is the “opening gambit” in the storytelling process. 

Business Issues 
Business Issues represent the relationship between the trends and a company’s goals or 
objectives.  Think about the ‘fly in the ointment’ analogy.  We must understand the 
customer’s industry and their specific company in order to apply the trends to their 
world.  Big Data, for example, is an issue that affects all companies, big or small. It’s a 
little bit like global warming: Even the smallest, greenest, most innovative firms will feel 
the impact of it. All companies generate data, but to what extent do they mine all of the 
value from that data? The answer is relatively few, yet they spend millions of dollars to 
house it. As of this writing, for example, Facebook has just over one billion members, 
generating massive quantities of unstructured but valuable data. So if Big Data is a trend 
that IT organizations must face, how does it manifest itself? How can they glean useful, 
relevant information from it? How can they monetize it? What must they change about 
their standard business practices to ensure that they engage most effectively with their 



 
 
 

  
 

customer base? How must their contact centers be restructured? What has to evolve in 
terms of customer service practices? 

Impact 
Impacts represent the potential effect that the trends have on the company. Typically 
they represent both risk and reward based on how the company responds to them. In 
essence, this is the point where the customer, with your help, determines whether each 
of the trends is a friend or a foe – an ally or an enemy. As the impacts are explored the 
provider of a service (the seller) and the consumer of a service (the customer) gain 
clarity on this impact and begin to explore possible solutions in the form of a call to 
action, which of course is the third and final stage of the storytelling craft. At this point 
the customer has become open to receiving help and the process begins to transition to 
solutions. Notice, however, that at no point have specific solutions been discussed with 
the customer - yet. There are two reasons for this. The first is that it is prudent to skip 
discussions about solutions to avoid the risk of being perceived as a vendor early in the 
game. The second is a bit more subversive. When the conversation reaches the Impact 
stage, the client is now feeling the full impact of the Trends that are affecting their 
business. You don’t want to throw them a rescue ring too quickly because it’s important that  
 
they feel the impact and understand how harsh it might be if allowed to go unchecked. The 
consequence of this is that your solution, when it is ultimately presented, will be 
perceived as much more powerful. 

Solutions 
The Solution, therefore, is the rescue, the opportunity to step in and save the customer 
from the uncertainty of an unknown future. This is where a specific response to 
customer requirements shines bright as it is a rescue from the customer’s pain, and the 
seller, who is now a Trusted Advisor, is seen as an inextricable and critical part of the 
solution. The long-term goal is to ensure that the customer sees how all of the various 
elements interrelate to provide both a solution and strategy to evolve and adapt to 
future needs. 

Storytelling as a Message Delivery Mechanism 
This is why we are as reliant as we are on Storytelling as a “delivery mechanism.” The 
role of the enterprise sales person in this complex equation is to be the glue that holds it 
all together. We know that in a competitive market, the customer increasingly feels a 
sense that they are in charge of the relationship between themselves and the provider of 



 
 
 

  
 

a desirable service. As a result they often feel compelled to guide the conversation, 
which is where storytelling shines. One of the elements of storytelling is that it involves 
the customer in the process and makes them want to own it, making it possible for the 
sales person to elegantly guide the direction of the conversation.  
 
Storytelling is deeply rooted in human psyche as a human engagement mechanism. As a 
writer, I’ve been telling stories as a way to convey information for many, many years, 
and it’s a practice that comes naturally to me. Our goal with this methodology is to use 
the elements of storytelling as a way to create 
executive-level engagement and trust on the road 
to becoming a trusted advisor.  
 
 
Steven Shepard and Joe Candido are co-founders of the 
Executive Crash Course Company. They can be reached 
at Steve@ExecutiveCrashCourse.com and 
Joe@ExecutiveCrashCourse.com, respectively. 
 


