The power of story telling and

story listening in business life

by Graham Williams and Dorian Haarhoff



Why stories? Because stories
are origins and origins are
places that we walk out from.
Because stories have many
feet and travel several roads
at once... because the story
conjures the invisible *
Deena Metzger

his section explores the many gifts that stories ofer menand

women at work. We raise many questions. What happens

when we learn to listen? When we learn to tell? When we
learn to engage with the stories of others? When we allow story
to touch us at all levels of our humanity — physical, intellectual,
social, emotional and spiritual or intuitive? What do stories have
to do with leadership? With follower-ship? With the current
constructs of business — customer service, ethics, missions, bottom
lines, strategy, restructuring, transformation, empowerment,
retrenchment, mergers, diversity, goals, team dynamics, values?
‘With a meaningful career?

Story has been a part of the fabric of community since time
immemorial. Stories contain moods and feelings and so can capture
and engage, allow mind connections and associations (the very basis
of our neurology). Thus story has the power to motivate, to move,
to change or reframe belief systems (negative to positive, defeat to
new beginning, hurting to healing, problem to challenge) and induce
states (well-being, relaxation, contentment, determination).

' Metzger, Deena. Writing For Your Life, a Guide and Companion to the Inner
World, Harper, San Fransisco, 1992.



Chapter 2
Story Listening

The branches of your intelligence grow new
leaves in the wind of listening'

Rumi

Story telling in organizations is becoming a buzz word. But what of story listening?
How do we listen to other people’s stories? How to we listen to what is going on in the
organization? How do we listen to someone who repeats information? I recall a friend
who, when I checked out if I had told her a particular story, responded, “Maybe, but
tell me again. I might hear something I didn’t hear before”.

The Ear of a Snake

The animals of Africa bad a competition to see which creature had the most acute
bearing. Most of the animals that bad ears arrived. Elephant arrived with his big
ears. So did Rabbit, with bis ears twitching. Kudu came galloping to the meeting
place in the middle of a great plane. Even the small-eared Hippo arrived to take
part. Snake also arrived zigzagging bis body along the ground. The other animals
laughed at snake, “You bave no ears. Go away’. But snake said, “Let me bear what
I can bear”.

Lion said, “Let Snake take part. Let Snake go first”. Snake lay on the ground. “1
can bear a hippopotamus scattering his dung in a circle”.

Not bad,” said Elephant. “You can bhear as well as your cousin, the Lizard, who
does bave ears”.

Snake raised its body into the air. “I can bear the wind in the distant forest
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STORY LISTENING

uprooting trees”.

“Impressive” barked Wild Dog. “I can hear that too”. The animals were so busy
watching snake that they forgot to listen to their environment.

Suddenly Snake spoke, “There is a bunter bebind that tree. I bear him through the
air putting an arrow to his bow. Now I bear bim on the ground moving his feet”.
Sure enough, a second later a man appeared with an arrow in a taut bow. All the
animals scattered and snake disappeared into the ground. The bunter’s arrow flew
into the empty air.

From that day on all animals bonoured Snake for his bearing.

Deep Listening

‘When we were young, ‘Cowboy and Indian’ movies showed the Indian listening with
his ear to the ground. Rumi, the thirteenth century Persian poet, talks of listening
“with the deep ear in your chest”.! This is listening without distraction, with total
attention and mindfulness, with the purpose of understanding and learning and

responding creatively, with the head and with the heart.

‘We all understand the way we respond when we feel listened to. But often in business,

CORPORATE WORKSHOP RESPONSES

Here are some responses to what was going on in a three hour workshop for a
change management team in a large company:

“In listening to a colleague’s story about his childhood, I realize what an effective tool this
is to get in touch with humanness and influence change”

"A recognition that perhaps we haven't heard enough of the stories of others. .. about
recognizing the constraints | put on myself... about courage”

“The tools | came searching for were with me all the time. Just listening to simple stories
allowed me to go inside myself where the answers lie”

“From confusion to light to assistance to move further. | understand that timing and
listening have now become the critical aspects in the way forward”

“Stories for me are tools to encourage the hidden — that which is not said but meant or
implied”

“This morning has reaffirmed that the experience of a person is at the heart of the
situation and that we should all participate in the story, as tellers and listeners”

“An eye opening session — to be prepared to listen to stories from others — more than
telling them”

“If we communicated feelings maybe we would understand the difficulties in the
personal journeys of our colleagues. This will also allow those tasked with driving the
change initiative’ to work together with others and mobilise effectively”
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