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Building a StoryBrand, Donald Miller (2017)  

Pretty websites don’t sell things. Words sell 
things. Most marketing is too complicated to work. The 
more simple and predictable, the easier to digest. Story 
helps because it is a sense-making mechanism. We are 
constantly scanning our environment for information to 
help us survive. Our subconscious is always categorizing 
and organizing information. Brands often fail to focus on 
what will help us survive and thrive. When we use a 
story with our brand we create a map for customers to 
engage our products and services.  

Formulas sum up our best practices. The Story 
Brand Framework of 7 elements (SB7) is one of these. 
Audiences must always know who the hero is, what he 
wants, who he has to defeat to get there, what tragic 
thing will happen if he doesn’t win, and what wonderful 
thing will happen if he does. If you confuse, you’ll lose.  

No one can look away from a good story. It is 
the greatest weapon we have to combat noise, because it 
organizes information in such a way that people are 
compelled to listen. We need a filter. Most brands create 
noise without realizing it.  

Apple grew quickly only after Steve Jobs began 
filtering his message through the lens of story. Transfor-
mation in his thinking occurred after working with the 
genius storytelling factory that is Pixar. When Jobs came 
back to Apple after being surrounded by professional 
storytellers, he realized story was everything. Apple 
stopped featuring computers in most of their advertising. 
They understood their customers were all heroes and 
tapped into their stories. They did this by identifying 
what their customers wanted, defining their challenges, 
and offering them tools to express themselves (comput-
ers and smartphones). Notice the story of Apple isn’t 
about Apple; it’s about you. You’re the hero in the story, 
and they play a role more like Q in the James Bond mov-
ies. They are the guy you go see when you need a tool to 
help you win the day.   

Every story has a character who wants some-
thing and encounters a problem before they can get it. 
At the peak of their despair, a guide steps into their 
lives, gives them a plan, and calls them to action. That 
action helps them avoid failure and ends in success 
(SB7 framework). Critics are hungry for something dif-
ferent, yet the masses simply want accessible stories. 
When you get good at the SB7 Framework, hardly any-
one will notice. 

What does the hero want? Who or what opposes 
him? What will his life look like if he does (or doesn’t) 
get it? Look at your website or marketing material: What 

do you offer? How will it make his life better? What 
does he need to do to buy it? A good story is “life with 
the dull parts taken out.” Position yourself as Yoda and 
your audience as Luke Skywalker. Heroes encounter ex-
ternal, internal, and philosophical problems, but they are 
more motivated to resolve their inner frustrations.  

Characters only take action after they are chal-
lenged by an outside force. We take action when our 
story challenges us to take action. Whole Food has built 
an industry helping customers avoid the consequences of 
overly processed foods, and Trader Joe’s was built to 
help them avoid the consequences of Whole Foods’ 
prices. Define what’s at stake. Failure is like salt: use too 
much and you’ll ruin the flavor; leave it out and the rec-
ipe will taste bland. 

As we define something our customer wants, we 
posit a story question: Can this brand really help me get 
what I want? i.e. Financial Advisor: “A Plan for Your 
Retirement;” Real Estate Agent: “The Home You’ve 
Dreamed About.” This opens what’s sometimes called a 
story gap which compels them toward a desire. The 
opening and closing of a story gap drives much of hu-
man behavior. But what the customer wants must relate 
to their survival or thriving. This means they need to 
save money or time, find community, build status, make 
money, be generous, or participate in something greater 
than themselves.   

 Companies tend to sell solutions to external 
problems, but people buy solutions to internal problems. 
The problem is the “hook” of every story. Readers of 
novels and audiences want to fret. It’s true in story and 
in branding. Apple started selling more than computers 
when they started selling a resolution to the problem of 
customer intimidation confronting new computer users. 
CarMax aims most of their marketing at the internal 
problem a customer experiences when looking for a used 
car--having to interact with a used-car salesman. Star-
bucks changed American culture from hanging out in 
diners and bars to hanging out in a local, Italian-style 
coffee shop.  

Brands that give customers a voice in a larger 
narrative add value to their products by giving their cus-
tomers a deeper sense of meaning. “Pets deserve to eat 
healthy food too;” “Because this summer should be re-
membered forever;” and “No music, no life” sell pet 
food, travel, and records. 

SB7 works because customers experience exter-
nal, internal, and philosophical problems and hope for a 
resolution to all 3. If we want our business to grow, we 
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should position our products as the resolution to all 3 
and frame the “Buy Now” button as the action to create 
closure in their story.   

Each of us is on a transformational journey in 
which we look for events that are “doorways of no re-
turn.” A good story has a guide who has already “been 
there and done that.” To position themselves as a guide, 
a brand must communicate empathy and authority. 
When Bill Clinton delivered his now-famous line “I feel 
your pain” in 1992, he clinched a victory over George H. 
W. Bush and the role as a guide to the American voters’ 
story. People trust those who understand them. We all 
want to be seen, heard, and understood. When a cus-
tomer realizes they have a lot in common with a brand, 
they fill in al the unknown nuances with trust.   

Effective plans create clarity. They either clarify 
how someone can do business with us, or they remove 
the sense of risk. Bodies at rest tend to stay at rest, and 
so do customers. Heroes need to be challenged by out-
side forces and people want to be taken somewhere. 
Everybody wants change and status, which is evidenced 
by the number of “coming-of-age” stories in which a 
character realizes they’ve got what it takes to run with 
the big dogs.  

We’ve yet to encounter anybody who oversells. 
There should be one obvious button to press on your 
website—a direct call to action, to position yourself as 
the guide. To create calls to action, offer free infor-
mation, free trials, testimonials, or samples.  

A brand commits itself to their customers’ jour-
ney, to help resolve their external, internal, and philo-
sophical problems, and then inspires them with an aspi-
rational identity. They do more than sell products—they 
change lives, i.e. The Dave Ramsey Show, “Where debt 
is dumb, cash is king, and the paid-off mortgage has 
taken the place of the BMW as the status symbol of 
choice.” 

 Financial advisors help you avoid confusion 
about how your money is being invested, being unready 
for retirement, a lack of transparency from your financial 
advisor, a lack of 1-on-1 interaction with him, or hidden 
fees. Create an aspirational identity transformation: 
From confused and ill-equipped to competent and smart. 

At StoryBrand, we want our customers to be-
come marketing experts.  Clarify your message so cus-
tomers listen. Brainstorm their aspirational identity. Our 
website isn’t the only tool we need to motivate buyers, 
but it’s usually the one that does the heavy lifting. Peo-
ple may hear about us through word of mouth or social 
media, but they go to our website to learn more. When 

they get to our website, their hopes need to be confirmed 
and they need to be convinced we have a solution to 
their problem. Your website should be the equivalent of 
an elevator pitch. Squarespace simply said, “We Help 
You Make a Beautiful Website.” The easiest thing we do 
on our website is state what we do. An obvious call to 
action should be placed at the top right or in the center 
above the fold. Images of smiling, happy people who 
have had a pleasurable experience by engaging your 
brand should be featured. Break down your revenue 
streams. People don’t read websites; they scan them. Use 
<10 sentences on the entire page. 

The Narrative Void is a vacant space that occurs 
inside the organization when there’s no story to keep 
everyone aligned. To grow your business, create: a 1-
liner, a Lead Generator. Collect Email Addresses and 
create an Automated E-mail Drip Campaign. Collect and 
Tell Stories of Transformation. Develop a System that 
Generates Referrals. Incentivize your existing customers 
to tell their friends about your services. The 1-liner in-
cludes the character, problem, plan and success. At Sto-
ryBrand, our 1-liner is “Most business leaders don’t 
know how to talk about their company, so we created a 
framework that helps them simplify their message, cre-
ate great marketing material, connect with customers, 
and grow their business.” 

It never costs me to give away valuable, free 
content. Give away the “why”—as is in why a potential 
customer would need to address a certain issue—and sell 
the “how.” But we have also given away a lot of “how.” 
Content is important, but there is great power in remind-
ing our customers we exist. We recommend a nurturing 
campaign, a simple regular email that offers your sub-
scriber valuable information as it relates to your services. 
Use this formula: Talk about a problem. Explain a plan 
to solve it. Describe how life can look once it is solved.  

[Words sell things. Story is a sense-making 
mechanism. When we use a story, we create a map. No 
one can look away from a good story. It is the greatest 
weapon we have to organizes information in such a way 
that people are compelled to listen. A good story is “life 
with the dull parts taken out.”  People buy solutions to 
internal problems. Our website isn’t the only tool but it 
usually does the heavy lifting.]  

  
 


