Story structure:

This simple 3-act storytelling structure (as used in the Mayflower case study) is so effective for inspirational talks
because is not created through complexity, it's created through emotional momentum. The
Aristotelian structure works because it mirrors how human beings naturally process transformation: first we
understand the world as it is, then we experience tension or possibility, and finally we arrive somewhere
emotionally different. That journey creates belief. For busy executives under pressure, the structure is especially
powerful because it removes the paralysis of overthinking. Instead of trying to sound “visionary,” leaders simply
focus on three clear jobs: establish the stakes, deepen meaning through evidence and emotion, and end with
hope, direction, or possibility. The simplicity creates clarity, and clarity creates confidence. Many inspirational
talks fail because they become unfocused collections of ideas. A disciplined 3-act structure gives leaders a
reliable narrative arc that audiences instinctively understand and emotionally trust, making it one of the fastest
and most effective ways to craft a talk that genuinely inspires action.
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BEGINNING | MIDDLE | END

EXCITE DISTURB ASSURE

What problem are you solving, What BIG obstacles and challenges How can we work together to
why are you excited about it, stand in our way (and what would it overcome these obstacles, why is
and why should we care? mean if we overcame them)? this approach unique/differentiated
and why we must act with urgency?

Context: Jeremy’s Mission Critical Script Learn More: Read 109 Rules of Better Stories

Jeremy Connell-Waite created this simple 3-act structure as part of a “Tactical
Communications” project to help business leaders communicate more effectively
in mission critical environments. Inspired by military OODA loops and Duarte’s
Sparkline, the Mission Critical Script is effective in its simplicity because it helps
business leaders to construct arguments in his pressure, high risk situations.

T
The 9 Principles
of Better Stories.

Business Application:
When a lot is at stake and the success of a pitch or a project can rest on a single
presentation. This simple SITUATION, COMPLICATION, RESOLUTION structure
helps to quickly construct communications for C-level pitches and important
conversations. Deployed correctly, it is especially useful for winning hearts and
minds and influencing boardroom executives, when no slides will be shown.

Jeremy Connell-Waite (July 2024)

Example: The Danger of a Single Story by Chimamanda Ngozie Adichie (2009)

What makes Chimamanda’s talk so

inspirational is that she never tries to
sound inspirational. Instead, she earns
trust through vulnerability, humour,
honesty, and deeply human stories
that expand into universal truths about
dignity and identity. Business leaders
should study her because she proves
audiences are moved not by
performance or hype, but by emotional
credibility, humility, and authentic
human connection.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D91hs241zeg

To download these story structures as a PDF (for study or for free-use uploading them into a LLM for coaching advice) visit StoriesThat. Work



https://www.storiesthat.work/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg

Neuroscience Notes:

When a story successfully inspires someone, it does far more than simply communicate information, it
changes their emotional and neurological state. Inspiration tends to occur when the brain detects a
meaningful possibility for the future, especially one connected to purpose, hope, identity, courage, or
human potential*. Psychologically, the audience begins to feel elevated rather than merely informed.
Researchers sometimes call this emotion “moral elevation” — the warm, energising feeling people
experience when witnessing bravery, generosity, vision, or extraordinary human achievement.

Neurologically, inspiring stories often activate networks associated with emotion, imagination, motivation,
and future simulation. The brain’s default mode network involved in reflection, meaning, and imagining
possible futures becomes highly engaged. Dopamine, associated with motivation and anticipation, may
increase as the audience begins to imagine a better outcome or a new possibility for themselves.
Emotionally powerful stories can also increase activity in areas linked to empathy and social connection,
helping the audience feel psychologically closer to the speaker or cause.

Inspiration matters because human beings rarely act on logic alone, as we have seen in the studies
referenced earlier in this paper. Inspiration creates energy. I remember my physics classes at school, and I
think about potential energy (when something is static but hasn’t been set in motion yet), and then I think
about kinetic energy which moves things. Those same energies exists within a good story. Potential energy
while the story is being crafted, and kinetic energy when the story is being delivered. Inspirational stories
expand what people believe is possible. Rather than simply understanding an idea intellectually, the
audience starts to feel movement toward it emotionally. In business, politics, activism, or leadership, this
emotional shift is often the beginning of action, because people are far more likely to commit to a future
they can vividly imagine and emotionally believe in.

Malala Yousafzai “One teacher, One pen” speech at the UN, King Charles III’'s Amazon Prime
documentary “Harmony”, Steve Jobs commencement speech at Stanford, MLK’s “Dream Speech”, Brene
Brown'’s first TED talk on vulnerability before she became famous.

Does your audience need to be
» Do they believe change is possible?
* Have they emotionally given up?
* Do they need energy more than information?
* Is morale low?
* Do they need meaning, purpose, or hope?
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