
From Downton Abbey 
to Peaky Blinders: 

what TV can teach you about 
change leadership



We live in a narrative-driven world

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Meaning, motivation, action and ultimately change happen when people hear compelling stories. The power of narrative is not in dispute – the key is to harness its power to effect great change.



All kinds of narratives…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If you want to influence how anyone thinks about anything these days, you’d better understand how they’re being influenced in the rest of their lives.Narrative is at the heart of that.You can try information, logic or bribery but in the end you just have to tell better stories.



Change and narrative
A love story



“When you are in the middle of a story it isn't a story at 
all, but only a confusion; a dark roaring, a blindness, a 

wreckage of shattered glass and splintered wood; like a 
house in a whirlwind, or else a boat crushed by the 
icebergs or swept over the rapids, and all aboard 

powerless to stop it. 
It's only afterwards that it becomes anything like a story 

at all.”
Margaret Atwood

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Atwood is describing the turmoil of experiencing life as it happens and only afterwards being able to turn it into a story. It’s a very natural thing that we all do – making sense of experiences by turning them into a narrative. It’s how we learn and how we share what we learn.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Consider those people she describes, on that boat being swept over the rapids. What might they be experiencing:Fear of what’s coming, inability to do anything about it, intense feelings of self-preservation and perhaps a sense of resisting what’s coming.However you look at it, it’s going to be an exhausting, consuming, life-altering experience.This is what major change feels like to the great majority of people going through it. It’s a big reason why almost three-quarters of change initiatives end up not delivering what they set out to.THIS IS WHAT CHANGE FEELS LIKE WITHOUT STORY



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A different perspectiveHere’s a picture of a bunch of people in boats being thrown around by rapids. Is it the same as what we’ve just been talking about? What’s different?Consider how different it would feel if:you know what was coming,how long it’s going to takefeel part of something positive and managedknow what it will feel like once it’s overThe experience isn’t a near-death experience at all:it’s a thrill ride. It’s all the difference in the world.And what if:a voice is describing what’s happening and why, explaining the dynamics of the water, demonstrating how the boat is built to ride the white water safely, and talking about the beauty of the lake that lies beyond the rapids.It’s not even a thrill ride anymore. It’s a life-enhancing experience of learning, sharing and being involved in something worthwhile.Change fails because people are made to wait until after the change is implemented to really understand what the story is. If you want to make your change work, you need to take your people on that journey over the rapids with a strong, detailed and ever-evolving narrative that leaves little to the imagination.



Every (change) story…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is the shape of every story.You may also notice that it mirrors the change curve, which is why story is such a powerful enabler of change.The change story sits across the change lifecycle, providing everything people need to know. It should explain why change is necessary, its purpose, who will be affected and how, and what the rewards will be.It will share their leader’s personal story and why this change matters to them, talk about characters they know, the struggles and wins. A change story that does this will create an audience that’s personally and emotionally invested in it. It’s a living narrative that keeps evolving.



Forward-facing stories: a structure

• This is where we are …

• And something’s changed…

• So this is what we need to do…

• So this can happen

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A story about something that hasn’t finished, something that’s going to happen.A simplified version of a rather more sophisticated and powerful model we teach.Next we’re going to work through three areas that will help you shape a story like this and make it work – as with all our work, it’s based on the narrative power that long-running TV shows use to such great effect.



The world of your story

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
You have to know what world you are telling your story in.You have one even if you don’t know.That world includes what people think, their attitudes and belief-sets - the narratives that are running in your organisation.What you talk about has to take account of the world you are in.



It’s about what you can’t see

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Very interesting research about change failure and the role of narratives.Any organisation’s culture is the sum of the narratives that are running in that culture (same is true for society – it’s a human thing).People have forgotten that they’ve gained these beliefs (like ‘this company can’t do change’) by absorbing these stories over time. They think it’s actually true.And under the surface every org looks like this. You can see the tree but not its roots.Most transformation is the equivalent of sowing some seeds on the forest floor, or even planting some tender plants and expecting them to flourish. Feed and water them all you like but if you’re ignoring what’s under the surface it is not going to work.This is why we always start our work by interviewing people across an org to map these narrative root systems. You need to get the roots of a new narrative down deep into the same ground, making new connections, rerouting what’s there and redirecting the energy.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So let’s think drama, and an obvious world even if you haven’t seen much of the showYou can tell me about the setting of these shows, no problem. Tell me about the root system?What do people believe here?What do they want?What’s getting in the way of people achieving what they want?



Exercise one: Understanding your world

Two questions:
a. If your organisation was a drama, what would it be and why?

• Be as specific as you can

b. Answer these questions for the audience you have greatest interest 
in right now:

• What do people believe?
• What do they want?
• What’s getting in the way?

Briefly discuss your answers around the table, and pick one to focus 
on for rest of the workshop

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
You can focus this wherever it is useful: the company you work for, the team you lead or have practice responsibility for, a client group you need to supportOther questions to ask:What are the psychological groups?Where’s the hope?Successful change planning is the getting psychological implementation plan right.



Developing a 
rich narrative

Storylines

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s pick a drama: What’s it about? What else is it about?It’s the else that makes the big story workBecause the ripples are what make it real and create the resonance that changes opinions and beliefs.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Best show ever. What’s it about?- The love story of these central characters- Family dynamics- Race- Expectations vs reality….Richness gives people more opportunity to relate and engage.Multiple storylines are what give stories depth, richness and interest.



Exercise two: Developing your storylines

For your chosen audience, right now:
• What do people need to hear and believe?

• What’s going to break down the barriers?

• What else is your change story about? 

Work as a group to develop these answers. Look for four or five 
big ideas.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Your main story should resonate with the people experiencing the change.Find subplots that support your main storylineWhat beliefs are in the way?How are you going to change that belief?



Keeping your story going
Plotting and Pacing

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The story about the abridged audiobook. My wife hated it: too shallow, too much into short a time, no depth or opportunity to immerse in itEverything happened but it was all information transfer, no experience.Change comms is not the newsroom. It’s the drama department.Story is not some text on a page to be sent round and then either repeated endlessly or assumed absorbed 100%.It is alive and therefore has to be fed, exercised. And for a story you need to show what is happening, not just tell.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Two key techniques for keeping a story going strong are plotting and pacing: how to plan the flow of the story over time. How did these two shows keep going for several seasons? How does Grey’s Anatomy keep on going. What about never-ending Coronation Street?Timing, pacing, flow.Many comms plans live in spreadsheets – stories literally locked in cellsWhat I want you to do is set them free, let them roll. Like this



How your storylines need to ebb and flow

Storyline 1
Storyline 2

Storyline 3

Storyline 4

Storylining example

Episode One
January

Episode Two
February

Episode Three
March

Episode Four
April

Episode Five
May

Storyline 
importance 
and intensity

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Always something going on – no drama starts with all the stories in the first episodeAlways connecting to what’s gone before.Storylines never go away - keep them alive.



How your story themes will ebb  
and flow, episode by episode

Episode  
one
September

Episode  
two  
October

Episode  
three  
November

Episode  
four  
December

Episode  
five
January

Storyline  
importance  
and intensity

OPENING THE GATES TO GROWTH
STEP BY STEP, WE'RE GETTING BETTER  

COLLABORATING ON CHANGE THAT WORKS  

DIGITAL IS WHERE THE ADVENTURE STARTS

PII Town Hall

Database  
Implementation  
(Indonesia)

Lead Nurturing  
pilot campaign  
completion  
(Korea)

Vitality Soft Launch  
(Argentina)

Change Management  
Bootcamp (Brazil)

PML Database  
Release 1 (Indonesia)

Champion Training (Brazil)

Falcon Implementation  
(Brazil)

PII Town Hall

Storylining example

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There’s a whole lot of process around this that we workshop.



Exercise three: Plot and pace

Go back to your answers in Exercise two:
• Which storyline do you need to talk about first?
• And second?

• For storyline one, what evidence do you think you will be able to share 
to support it

• And storyline two?

Work as a group and then we’ll discuss



Top change narrative tips

1. Understand your world, deeply

2. To land your big storyline, you have to tackle the subplots

3. Let your stories run

4. Practise keeping them going

5. Watch more TV drama



ENDS.



How we help

1. Shaping long-running change stories that make business transformation work
2. Story training for individuals and teams that build a deeper human connection 

between people and their work

I’m very happy to answer any questions:
anthony@writethetalk.com

Follow or connect on LinkedIn.

www.writethetalk.com

http://www.writethetalk.com/
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