
COMMUNICATING EFFECTIVELY  
HAS NEVER BEEN MORE VALUABLE. 

All of us, on a daily basis, are drowning  
in so much information — we’re  
on the receiving and delivering ends  

of so many messages,” says Brian Flanagan, 
managing director of the Sanger Leadership 
Center at Michigan Ross. “There’s so much  
out there, it’s hard not to be distracted.  
In that context, it’s difficult to craft a message 
that stands out.” 

Effective leaders are exceptional communicators who 
tell stories that cut through the deluge of information. 
These masters of storytelling are adept at shaping 
thoughtful messages and conveying them with impact 
and clarity to move people to action. 

The best leaders and storytellers distill complexity  
to a simple message about who they are, where they 
are going, and what they want to achieve, according 
to Flanagan. This is especially useful in an era when 
everyone is so data-driven. “Stories engage our heads 
and our hearts in a way that makes the message 
impactful and memorable.”
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ACTIONABLE TIPS  
FOR TELLING YOUR STORY 
How can we harness the power of personal 
narrative? Flanagan offers this advice for 
constructing a compelling story:

1 EMBRACE THE RISK OF VULNERABILITY. 
“Telling a personal story is vulnerable,”  
he says, “and vulnerability is really scary.  

But when you look at the research, it’s worth it. 
When we are vulnerable — when we take risks,  
have difficult conversations, and show that we make 
and learn from mistakes — others feel comfortable 
with us. They become more willing to be vulnerable 
and take risks themselves.” 

2 CREATE A STASH OF STORIES.  
When we pay close attention to our  
own experiences and reflect on what  

we’ve learned, we create a bank of stories  
to deploy in a variety of professional situations. 

“Being able to tell a personal story is a really 
authentic way to communicate a message  
or lesson you want to get across,” Flanagan notes. 
Becoming a better observer of our own lives also 
helps us “be a stronger learner. You grow wiser 
through your experiences.” 

3 FOLLOW A LOGICAL STRUCTURE.  
It seems obvious, but a good story has  
a beginning, a middle and an end. Yet many 

of us just jump in and start talking in a stream-of-
consciousness fashion. By focusing on the specific 
parts of a story, Flanagan says, you create a logical 
framework people can understand. “The beginning 
is where you convey context and related personal 
details to build a picture in people’s minds.  
You invite curiosity and engage people emotionally. 
The beginning is the foundation so you’re all  
on the same page.” The middle is where a challenge 
emerges, or an unexpected journey begins.  

“This is the part of the story that’s most surprising 
to people and includes the most sensory detail 
to bring people along.” The ending is where the 
challenge is met or the journey ends, and a lesson 
or moral emerges. “The structure helps us achieve 
the goal of each component before revealing  
the full depth of the journey and coming  
to a meaningful conclusion.”

MICHIGAN ROSS ONLINE MBA 
The Michigan Ross Online MBA delivers the  
same action-based learning that has earned 
Michigan Ross its status as one of the best 
business schools in the nation. The online 
format makes it more convenient for working 
professionals to study for a top-tier MBA degree. 
The curriculum is brought to life online through 
digital learning tools that provide a comprehensive 
and personalized educational experience. 
Students also benefit from: 

 ■ Self-guided study paired with live, online 
classes led by top Ross faculty 

 ■ Electives that empower you to tailor your 
studies so they serve your professional goals 

 ■ The Multidisciplinary Action Projects course, 
which is designed to apply structured problem-
solving techniques to real-world projects  
for a sponsoring corporation, small business  
or nonprofit

 ■ Three in-person residencies on the Ross  
campus for intensive study in leadership, 
business transformation and innovation

THE DEADLINE TO ENROLL IS MAY 20, 2019.  

For more information, visit:  
michiganross.umich.edu/programs/online-mba
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https://michiganross.umich.edu/programs/online-mba?utm_campaign=OMBA&utm_source=SBSF&utm_medium=TBA&utm_term=(notset)&utm_content=SBSFOMBA&a=F(notset)T(notset)&b=(notset)&c=(notset)&d=(notset)&e=(notset)&f=(notset)&g=(notset)&h=(notset)&i=SBSFOMBA&j=USNAT


4 CHOOSE THE RIGHT DETAILS. A common 
mistake, Flanagan says, is to overwhelm  
the audience with such a broad range 

of details or such a high volume of them that we 
distract from our focus or theme. “Details are really 
essential, of course, but you have to choose the 
right ones that help people form a mental image  
in their minds. What did you see, hear, smell,  
even feel? These details bring the plot to life.”

5 TEST YOUR NARRATIVE. “A lot of times,  
our own expertise trips us up,” he cautions. 

“It’s a fact that experts have a tendency  
to communicate a sophisticated message. That high  
level of expertise gets in the way of the simplicity 
necessary for most people to reach an 
understanding.” To avoid that pitfall, he suggests 
testing your story with non-experts. “Break outside 
of your network of experts and talk to more people 
who are at the novice level. This enables you  
to see what lands and what’s confusing and learn 
from that feedback.”

MICHIGAN ROSS SANGER 
LEADERSHIP CENTER’S STORY LAB

Michigan Ross students can elevate their 
narrative talents and advance their ideas 
and careers by participating in the Sanger 

Leadership Center’s Story Lab. 

“It’s a great opportunity to build storytelling skills 
directly in a workshop,” explains Brian Flanagan,  
the center’s managing director. “Students can test 
and challenge themselves by doing something  
really uncomfortable — making stage presentations 
in front of a few hundred peers.” 

Beyond the direct experience, students also learn 
from the other presenters, Flanagan says. “Research 
on self-confidence and efficacy shows that when 

you observe someone like you — in their level of 
experience and intelligence, and other characteristics 

— doing something you can’t do, you’re motivated  
and inspired to do it, too.”

Immersive, real-world learning opportunities,  
like those offered through the Sanger Leadership 
Center, are essential to the Ross MBA experience. 

“Business school forces us all to be pretty buttoned 
up and controlled in our messaging, which carries 
over to personal communications,” Flanagan says. 
Using the abilities students develop in the workshop, 
they learn to engage with each other more directly 
and effectively. “By telling personal stories, our 
students are giving their peers permission to get 
below the surface in their communications.” 

This is invaluable training for students’  
career advancement. 

3



6 REPEAT, REPEAT, REPEAT. Like anything  
else, the more you tell stories, the better 
you’ll get at it. “Practicing stories with family 

and friends and in social settings is a really good 
step because it feels a little less risky,” Flanagan says. 

“Develop a little practice for yourself to build the skills 
you need professionally.” Sharing your narrative  
with people you trust is easier and produces insights 
on your story and your style.

Being a solid storyteller is a vital professional 
competency. It’s crucial for making an impact during 
job interviews, at networking events and in more 
informational business settings. 

It’s also critical to building and maintaining team 
morale and cohesion, Flanagan says, which  

“ultimately emerge out of a strong organizational 
culture. Leaders capture and tell stories to celebrate 
and articulate the culture they’re trying to build.”

Employee engagement programs and branding 
materials are nice, but they don’t really make your 
colleagues and employees feel like they have  
a place in your organization. Sharing personal stories 
helps create a shared identity. People learn about  
the organization, what it values and how they fit  
into that vision. That’s why the best leaders are the 
best communicators. 

sponsored by

Leaders capture and tell stories to celebrate  
and articulate the culture they’re trying to build.“ ”

4


