
Storyselling: the secret 
quirks of your mind 

Anna Johnston



My favourite game

Sorry, mum. 
I can’t brush the floor. 
I’m busy being dead.



Cutting through the crap
Source: Dscout

2,617 times daily

If you’re obsessive, like me, it’s more 
like 5,400 times 

https://www.uwo.ca/bmi/research/featured/morton.html


Copywriting Conference 2017



Go on, tweet me
@manvellwriting #CopyCon18



What’s a 
story?

Sources: TED and The Seven Basic Plots: Why We Tell Stories, Christopher Booker

7 types of stories 

Monster, rags to riches, 
quest, voyage and return, 
comedy, tragedy, rebirth 

https://www.ted.com/talks/tyler_cowen_be_suspicious_of_stories


Source: Psychology Today

Stories help us make sense of senseless things

What’s a story?

Heuristics are mental shortcuts that help

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/environment


My mum

Gin. 
All the gin.



In the 1970s, psychologists Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman presented their 
research on the cognitive biases that influence how people think and the judgments they 
make.

Due to these limitations, we’re forced to rely on mental shortcuts to help us make sense 
of the world. Tversky and Kahneman introduced quirks of the mind people rely on to 
simplify the decision-making process.

Love Anna x

Well, you did ask…

In the 1950s Nobel-prize winning psychologist Herbert Simon suggested that while people 
strive to make rational choices, human judgment is subject to cognitive limitations.

Quirks of the mind.



Human brain

2%

20%



#Representativeness heuristic

“A single death is a 
tragedy; a million deaths is 
a statistic” 
– Joseph Stalin 

Source: The Psychology of Judgment and Decision Making, 
Scott Plous



Back to that game

Sorry, husband. 
I can’t hoover.

I’m busy being dead. 



There are many overshadowed stories of 
amazing women throughout history. 

Highlight individuals 

Like Austrian-Swedish physicist Lise
Meitner. 



#Representativeness heuristic: 
keep it vivid

Use relatable events as a way in: your personas will be more 
sensitive to specific scenarios. Dream them up. Test them out 

Use smart numbers rather than general statements: having “3 
out of 4 people agree” is more convincing than “75 out of 100” 

Use individual cases – like physicist Lise Meitner – instead of 
relying on the banality of statistics 



#Framing heuristic



#Framing heuristic: the decoy effect

Source: The Economist

https://www.economist.com/democracy-in-america/2009/05/22/the-importance-of-irrelevant-alternatives


#Framing heuristic: the dilution effect
Source: Nature Human Behaviour

https://hemantkakkar.com/documents/manuscript_argument_dilution_accepted.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=InYASbxhQ3M


#Framing heuristic: the dilution effect



Back to that game

Sorry. 
I can’t fill up. 

I’m busy being dead. 



#Simple words: good writing 
is invisible

Source: Tom Albrighton



Source: Connected: The Surprising Power of Our Social Networks and How They Shape Our Lives
Nicholas A Christakis and James H Fowler

#Simple words are familiar words

ho·moph·i·ly

Homophily – meaning love of the same



Source: Connected: The Surprising Power of Our Social Networks and How They Shape Our Lives
Nicholas A Christakis and James H Fowler

#Contagion effect



8 biases that screw up your decisions 
Source: Business Insider 

Great for 
negotiations 

Watch out for 
this in meetings  



• We look in the wrong places 

• We ask the wrong questions

2 reasons we get 
storyselling wrong



We look in 
the wrong 

places



We ask the 
wrong 

questions 



We ask the wrong questions 

Questions they asked me My answers

What have you been up to since university? A bunch of stuff. Got married. Marketing, 
freelancing and traveling. I’m writing a book. 

Oh yeah, I had spine surgery three times. Yup.

What’s your biggest achievement to date? Balancing three spoons on my nose. Getting 
published in Harvard Business Review. 

Oh yeah, and walking again after spine surgery.

What’s your message to next-generation students 
at Hull?

85% of jobs that will exist in 2030 haven’t yet 
been invented. Your degree won’t be relevant for 

long. Get your degree online; it’s faster. 



• What makes you unique?

• What do you long to do better?

• Of all the news headlines, what relates to 
your work right now?

• What would you tell your younger self?

• You’ve got 10 minutes with Albert 
Einstein. What do you ask him? 

Better questions, better answers 



Use relatable events 

Use smart numbers

Use individual cases

Summary of tips

Simple choice: rotten apple (decoy 
effect)

Simple argument: dilution effect 

Simple words: temporary pedestrian 
diversion signs

#Keep it vivid

And keep paying attention

#Keep it simple



Really, keep 
paying attention

Or even, by telling 
them it’s ok to play in 

the mud



Dwindling resource…
your audience’s attention



Questions? 

@manvellwriting #CopyCon18 www.manvellwritingservices.com

Stuff to feed your quirky brain
Books

Nudge: Improving Decisions 
About Health, Wealth and 
Happiness
Richard H Thaler

Misbehaving: The Making of 
Behavioural Economics
Richard H Thaler

Thinking, Fast and Slow
Daniel Kahneman

The Seven Basic Plots: Why 
We Tell Stories
Christopher Booker 

Connected: The Surprising 
Power of Our Social Networks 
and How They Shape Our Lives
Nicholas A Christakis and 
James H Fowler  

Video

Tyler Cowen: be suspicious of stories

Articles 

The importance of irrelevant 
alternatives

The rules of language may reveal how 
our brains really work

http://www.manvellwritingservices.com/
https://www.ted.com/talks/tyler_cowen_be_suspicious_of_stories
https://www.economist.com/democracy-in-america/2009/05/22/the-importance-of-irrelevant-alternatives
http://discovermagazine.com/2007/sep/the-discover-interview
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