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Introduction
I’ve been lucky enough to witness some of the greatest  
stories	ever	told	and	have	seen	first-hand	some	of	the	 
worst. As a journalist and programme editor I learnt the  
power of storytelling - its ability to provoke a whole  
spectrum of emotions and to captivate and connect.

Stories bring people together through shared emotions.  
They create ties and connections. They allow people to  
believe and to trust and that’s why stories are one of the  
most powerful tools a business has at its disposal. When  
done well, stories convince customers to trust you, to  
believe in you and ultimately, to buy from you. 

We all tell stories every day and we’ve been reading  
them since childhood - but when it comes to writing about  
ourselves, our businesses and our brands, we often come 
unstuck. I’ve lost count of the number of times entrepreneurs 
have told me they can’t write, or they don’t know how to  
sell themselves – when clearly, judging by the success  
of their business, they can, and they do.

But where do you start? This guide answers that  
question. Based on academic research, case studies  
and interviews with leading journalists and thought  
leaders, it explains where great business stories  
come from and how to tell them.

I	hope	you	find	it	valuable.

Rhiane Kirkby  
Content Consultant, Lightbox Content Agency  
- former BBC Breakfast Programme Editor
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“It’s	getting	harder	to	engage	customers	
with brand comms. Ads don’t have 
the power they once did; we’ll all see 
hundreds today, and hundreds more  
tomorrow. Seven in ten of us,and an 
even higher proportion of 18 to  
34-year-olds, now actively avoid them.

Blogs, too, are less impactful in 
2021, because they’re everywhere: 
Wordpress, the platform on which 
around a quarter of all websites are 
based, now publishes around 70 million 
blogs each month. That’s 2.3 million 
pieces of content every single day, to 
add to the billions already competing  
for	your	customers’	attention.	

Why stories  
sell better  
than sales  
messaging

Chapter one
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The current  
vogue for content 
marketing tends to be 
a game of diminishing 
returns which puts 
companies under 
pressure to publish 
something, anything, 
according to an 
artificial	schedule.

John Collins  
Managing Editor, Intercom 

A quick google search, for a blog  
on ‘how to unblock a kitchen sink’ 
for example, returns at least 150 
relevant results; plumbers, drainage 
companies, DIY stores and domestic 
cleaners all vying for that single 
click,	all	offering	almost	exactly	 
the same content.  

In short, it’s hard to stand out 
amongst the noise. But to build 
brand credibility, win customers’ 
trust and remain at the forefront  
of their minds, stand out is  
precisely what you need to do.  

“Consumers tend  
to skip generic  
ads online and  
engage with brands 
that connect with 
them through 
relevant content. 
These trends have 
only accelerated in 
the pandemic era.

Think with Google 
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https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/edelman-%27trust-has-become-a-game-changer-for-brands%27
https://www.hubspot.com/marketing-statistics
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Chapter one
Why	stories	sell	better	than	sales	messaging

If history were  
taught in the  

form of stories,  
it would never  
be	forgotten	

Rudyard Kipling 

The 
neuroscience 
in great 
storytelling
People remember stories. When  
we hear one - particularly one  
that appeals to our emotions  
- our amygdala goes to work.  
That’s the part of the brain which 
helps us process and retain 
information	more	effectively.		 
It also releases dopamine,  
the reward hormone that  
makes us feel good.  

When we engage with a story, 
our brains produce oxytocin, too, 
the chemical which makes us feel 
close to others. Oxytocin plays a 
fundamental role in empathy and 
decision-making. “When the brain 
synthesizes oxytocin,” according 
to Paul J Zak, an academic in 
neuroeconomics, “people are  
more trusting, generous,  
charitable and compassionate.” 

And, therefore, more likely to buy. 
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https://hbr.org/2014/10/why-your-brain-loves-good-storytelling
https://hbr.org/2014/10/why-your-brain-loves-good-storytelling


The	most	effective	kind	of	stories	
in shaping customer perceptions 
are those which are authentic, and 
demonstrate a brand’s positive 
impact on the world around them.  
In 2021, over 10,000 consumers 
were asked what	influenced	their	
perceptions of a brand. 47% said 
products and performance, whilst 
over half said their beliefs were 
shaped by the way a company and 
its leaders engaged with society. 

The annual Edelman Trust 
Barometer, a poll of 34,000 
consumers assessing brands’ 
credibility in 28 markets, found that 
brand trust was second only to price 
as a driver of purchase intention in 
2020. It’s non-negotiable for  
70% of consumers. Three quarters 
of people with high brand trust say 
they’ll only buy products from that 
brand, even when there are  
cheaper alternatives available.  
And 80% of consumers think it’s  
more important for a brand  
to solve societal problems 
than their own.  

10  |  How to write like a journalist and tell stories that sell 
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Why	stories	sell	better	than	sales	messaging

Why authenticity  
builds trust 

So demonstrating that a brand does 
good, and reduces harm, drives 
sales. Editorial storytelling achieves 
that goal. There’s psychology in play 
here too; an academic review of	five	
decades of marketing studies found 
that editorial content boosts both 
credibility and positive sentiment 
towards a brand when compared 
with the same information 
presented in an advertorial format. 
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Brand 
journalism is a 
key marketing 
strategy for 
leading global 
brands 

Content fuels marketing, 
but journalism fuels  
quality content. They’re  
all inter-related. 

For content to actually 
work, it needs to stick.  
And for it to stick, it needs 
to	be	properly	written	 
and researched so that  
it becomes educational 
and valuable. 

This is where  
journalism should  
come into play.

Where content 
marketing is  
concerned with  
utility, brand journalism 
focuses on the story, 
making	effective	
marketing appear  
like professional  
publishing.

Andreea Serb 
Content Strategist, Storyteq

Some of the world’s most valuable 
companies have set up newsrooms 
to help their sales, marketing and 
communications teams create 
content that shapes brand 
perceptions. 

Microsoft, IBM, GE, Coca Cola, 
Nissan and Maersk are just some 
of the 41% of brands in English 
speaking countries that have hired 
top journalists to create content.  
Content that tells stories about 
their corporate brand or product 
divisions, showcasing their impact 
in the worlds in which they operate. 
This is brand journalism. 

“
of consumers think it’s  

more important for a  
brand to solve societal 

problems than  
their own.  

80%

https://fleishmanhillard.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/The-Power-of-Authenticity-2021-FleishmanHillard.pdf
https://www.edelman.com/trust/2020-trust-barometer
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2004.tb02547.x
https://library.mynewsdesk.com/ebook/mastering-brand-journalism/


Brand journalism isn’t a hard sell; 
quite the opposite. That’s because, 
research shows, consumers “show  
a tendency to trust the information”  
and use it to “draw a conclusion for 
their purchase intention”. 

Editorial that builds brand trust 
supports a marketing campaign at  
the top and middle stages of  
the sales funnel:

Top of funnel - discovery & 
awareness: Reaching new audiences, 
differentiating	from	competitors		

Mid-funnel - lead generation & 
nurturing: Capturing contact  
details, targeting brand messages 

Mid-funnel - consideration & 
validation: Educating existing 
audiences, building credibility 

Ultimately, great brand journalism 
helps to qualify your leads - so they 
understand your brand and, more 
importantly, your values when  
the time comes to convert with 
bottom-funnel	sales	messaging.
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If brand journalism  
content can help the 
reader solve a business 
issue, enhance their 
performance or learn 
something new, they  
are likely to build trust  
in that brand. In this  
‘fake news’ era, such 
online content has 
become increasingly 
important, as more  
people look to  
companies that  
prove credibility.

Charlie Gooddy 
Content Marketing Manager, Cision UK

“

  How to write like a journalist and tell stories that sell  |  13

How Deere & Co 
pioneered brand  
journalism in 1895

The farming equipment manufacturer 
known today as John Deere may 
well have invented brand journalism 
more than a century ago. In 1895, the 
company	was	the	first	to	launch	its	
own news magazine for customers, 
covering topics ‘devoted to the 
interests	of	better	farming’.	

The Furrow did, of course, give 
readers a good reason to thumb 
through its pages: it was informative 
and insightful and featured relevant, 
timely stories and news from the 
industry. But it was also a platform on 
which the company could promote 
its	marketing	messaging,	offering	
information about new products  
and, in doing so, building brand 
awareness for Deere & Co. 

By 1912, it had four million readers. 
And it still exists today, now 
published in fourteen languages and 
distributed in print to farmers and 
industry experts across Europe, the 
Middle East and North Africa.

https://ir.ua.edu/bitstream/handle/123456789/1372/file_1.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://thefurrow.co.uk/
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Chapter one
Why	stories	sell	better	than	sales	messaging

How GE’s brand 
journalism 
reaches millions 
of readers in

2021
Headed up by Editor in Chief Tomas 
Kellner, formerly business reporter 
at Forbes, GE’s content arm has 
grown from a niche blog into a full-
blown media operation. GE Reports’ 
competition isn’t, according to Kellner, 
IBM or Boeing’s content; it’s the  
Wall Street Journal.  
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GE Reports journalists cover 
innovation	and	invention	across	five	
sectors: aviation, energy, healthcare, 
performance and research, aiming to 
inform and inspire. The publication 
balances coverage of stories from 
within GE’s business with those from 
the world around us (we’ll look at 
where business stories come  
from	in	Chapter	2).		

The editorial varies widely in style; 
from ‘Puppy Love: Spanish Vets are 
Using Innovative MRI Techniques 
to Unravel the Mysteries of Canine 
Epilepsy’ to ‘The 5 Coolest Things  
on	Earth	This	Week’	(July	2021).	

GE	Reports’	yearly	traffic	is	now	in	the	
region of 20 million. To emulate that 
success, Kellner says, “you have to 
treat [your content] like journalism. 
That’s your opportunity or that’s  
your downfall. It’s not marketing  
and it’s not communications, or  
PR the way that’s been done for  
the last half century.”

What	defines	brand	
journalism is the 
management and  
design of brand content 
from a journalistic 
perspective, imitating  
the best practices 
of the news media.

Angel Arrase 
Professor of Journalism,  
Universidad de Navarra 

“

https://www.forbes.com/sites/tonysilber/2018/06/20/multinational-conglomerate-ge-goes-all-in-on-content-marketing/?sh=27c2a1b263da
https://www.ge.com/news/
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Why	stories	sell	better	than	sales	messaging

Journalism:  
the basics  

A great journalist  
finds	a	story,	tells	 
it in a way that grabs  
hold of the audience  
and won’t let go, and 
leaves an impression  
that stays with  
viewers or readers  
for a long time.

Jason DeMyers 
CEO, emailanalytics  

“

Journalists bring important skills  
and perspective to a marketing  
or comms campaign: 

•  Original story ideas 

•  Assiduous, in-depth research  
 from all perspectives 

• Interviewing skills 

• Writing & storytelling skills 

•		Subject	matter	expertise	&	credibility	

•  Seeing the big picture - thinking  
 outside of the corporate agenda

But	what	defines	journalism	and	how	is	it	
different	to	copywriting	or	content	strategy?	
Journalism is, according to the American 
Press Institute, “the activity of gathering, 
assessing, creating and presenting  
news and information.” 

• Journalists gather news and information  
	 from	many	different	sources.	They	might	 
	 receive	a	tip-off	from	someone	in	the	know,	 
 develop a curiosity about a particular  
	 issue,	or	uncover	an	unexpected	finding	 
 in some, as yet unpublished, research.  
 Wherever it comes from, a good journalist  
 is always on the lookout for a story.

•  Next, they assess stories, by thinking about  
 why the story is relevant. Has a person or  
 group of people been impacted by what  
 has happened? Has it happened recently?  
 Does it provoke emotion or interest? 

• Then, they create the story, by digging  
 deeper into what’s happened, uncovering  
 the full version of events, adding colour  
 and context from people who were  
 there, or involved, or impacted.  

•	And	finally,	they	present	the	story	by	 
 formulating it into a clear, linear narrative,  
 which could come to life in short or long  
 form articles, white papers, ebooks or  
 print editorial.

We’ll cover how journalists assess, create 
and present stories in chapters 2, 3 and 4.
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Unless you’re at the very forefront of your 
industry,	chances	are	the	first	stories	that	
spring to mind - perhaps product launches, 
partnerships or client successes - echo 
the kinds of stories your competitors are 
writing about too.  If this is the case, their 
impact will be limited. To stand out, you need 
to	find	a	‘hook’.		And,	to	do	this,	you	need	to	
dig deeper into the story or reframe your 
perspective	to	find	an	angle	that	captures	
the	attention	of	your	audience.		

Where to find 
the best stories 

Chapter two

A great business  
story, like any great  
story, presents the  
reader with a new  
way of looking at a 
particular issue.

Alastair Lane 
Senior Contributor, Forbes 

“
Finding  
a hook

These are the stories that come from  
within your business. A compelling angle  
is an essential component in a brand story. 
Companies put out thousands of press 
releases every day announcing what, to 
them, is big news. The problem is that,  
more often than not, this news is only 
important to them. Only they are  
affected	by	what	has	happened.

Brand stories
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People stories’ have a big impact on  
brand perception. A large-scale study  
by psychologists in Denmark sought  
to work out how consumers make 
sense of ‘hard’ company performance 
data and use it to help form their 
opinions	about	different	brands.

It found that whilst people said they  
prefer to have statistical data, the  
same information delivered 
episodically (in stories about 
personal experiences) often left 
both a more positive and a longer 
lasting impression. It also found 
that people retained information 
with a human interest element more 
accurately; participants could “report 
more elaborate information about 
personalised stories and experiences 
than about statistics”.

So, when it comes to telling your 
stories, think about the events you’re 
describing	and	how	they’ve	affected	
specific	people.	What	was	the	
outcome for them?  
What was the role of your business?

The story could be about your…

• Founder(s)
• Team 
• Customers 
• Clients
• Partners
• Suppliers
• Members, Users or Patients 

Your people

Chapter two
Where to find the best stories

People buy into people,  
and that’s always the 
strongest corporate 
narrative. Your people  
are the characters  
and ambassadors who  
bring your story to life.

Nicky Speed MCIPR 
Edge Hill University Head of  
Communications and External  
Relations, Former Chief Reporter

“

The key to a powerful brand story is  
to make the events you’re describing  
relevant or relatable to your audience.  
It could be about...
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Stories that convey 
emotion are by far  
the most powerful,  
and they’re the  
ones that are likely  
to win business.

Rhiane Kirkby 
Content Consultant, Lightbox  
Content Agency - former BBC  
Breakfast Programme Editor  

“ In Chapter 3,  
we’ll look more  
deeply at creating  
a narrative, 
developing 
characters and  
bringing your  
story to life. 

https://curis.ku.dk/portal/files/189294985/Human_Interest_or_Hard_Numbers_Open_Access.pdf


Changing Health,  
one of my freelance 
clients before I launched 
Lightbox, wanted to 
showcase their lifestyle 
coaching platform. It 
was a great product - 
the	first	of	its	kind	-	 
and it was, in its own 
way, revolutionary.  
It used psychological 
techniques that its 

“

Chapter two
Where	to	find	the	best	stories

competitors didn’t.  
And unlike many of  
them, it was informed  
by clinical studies.  

But ultimately, to 
somebody who didn’t 
know anything about  
the platform, none of that 
matters.	It’s	just	another	
weight loss app. The 
‘hook’ for potential users 
is	the	benefit	for	people	
like them - how this app 
will change their lives.  
That’s the connection 
a great human interest 
story should make. 

So we did some digging, 
asking the health coaches 
to identify people who’d 
seen incredible outcomes 
from the platform.  
Kath was one of them.  
She’d put her Type 2 

How a human 
interest story 
generated 
50,000 views 
for Changing 
Health

20 

diabetes into  
remission – an  
incredible achievement. 
She spoke to us on 
camera at length, 
discussing her 
transformation,  
the challenges she’d 
faced along the way  
and, most importantly, 
how	different	she	 
felt afterwards.  

The result was a  
powerful story of a  
normal, relatable  
woman from East  
London who had  
been at risk of serious 
health complications  
in her forties. With the 
help of the coaching 
platform, Kath had  
turned things around  
to achieve a goal  
we all share - she  

was happy, healthy  
and full of energy.  

With a budget of just 
£600, we launched a  
60 second version  
of the interview as a 
Facebook Ad. It was 
clicked more than  
50,000 times, showing  
the engagement 
marketers can  
generate with relevant, 
human-centred stories.

Mark Williams 
Founder, Content Lead,  
Lightbox Content Agency  
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How has your product or service  
changed someone’s life? Has it…

• Saved them time? 

• Saved them money?

• Taught them something new? 

• Helped them achieve a goal? 

• Inspired them to do something?

Whatever your business sells, its  
purpose, in some way, is to make 
someone’s	day	better.	After	all,	 
that’s why your customers buy  
it - and that’s your product story.  
Product stories should be  
straightforward, digestible  
and inspirational. They should  
show your audience the impact  
your product or service could  
have on their lives too. 

What’s the common thread between the  
Red Cross helping Italian doctors through  
the pandemic, a British entrepreneur 
launching a new video platform in lockdown 
and university students in America  
using robots to design a new pavilion? 

Their work is all enabled, in one way or 
another, by Dropbox. The company donates 
licenses for the medics to store educational 
content that keeps people healthy,  
creates the technology that underpins  
the entrepreneur’s own product and  
helps the students communicate and  
better	organise	their	work.	

These are Dropbox’s product stories:  
the narratives that inspire us to use  
their platform so we can make big things 
happen like the doctors, the entrepreneur 
and the students. There are hundreds on  
the	brand’s	blog,	curated	and	written	by	 
a dedicated editorial team and they read  
just	like	the	feature	articles	you’d	find	 
in a magazine or broadsheet.

These stories are designed to achieve  
clear communications goals, as explained  
in the writers’ job description: 

“Translating complex technical processes  
for people of diverse levels of 
understanding”, “developing thought-
provoking content that supports company 
priorities” and “inspiring curiosity in how 
technology impacts the way we live, 
communicate and work”. 

All of which, of course, builds brand 
awareness and credibility.

Your 
products

How product 
stories help 
Dropbox sell 
without selling

People do not buy 
goods  and services. 
They buy relations, 
stories and magic

Seth Godin 
Marketer, Entrepreneur, Speaker

“
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Some product 
stories are 
actually 
people stories 

Of course, as a customer 
I want to know about your 
product or service, but 
what I’m really interested 
in is how you got to this 
point. Ditching the day 
job on a whim, taking out 
scary bank loan after 
scary bank loan and  
the feeling you got  
when	that	first	 
investor said ‘yes’.

When I agreed to write 
a pitch deck for an eco-
building company, I have 
to admit I wondered 

“

whether	I’d	bitten	off	
more than I could chew. 
In my panic came the 
realisation that my love 
of Phil and Kirsty and 
my slight obsession 
with Rightmove didn’t 
quite equip me with an 
in-depth knowledge of 
smart technology house 
building. How, then, 
was I going to convince 
investors that this was 
the company they  
should invest in?
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I absorbed the company 
credentials and wowed 
at the amazing things 
they were doing. I learnt 
about air tightness, smart 
intelligence and NET Zero 
and I prepared myself 
to wax lyrical about 
their passion for their 
sustainability cause.  
I had more information 
than I knew what to do 
with and was drowning  
in content, but, unlike  
me, I was completely  
lost for words.
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Then it came to me. 
This company wasn’t 
investable because  
of its carbon footprint 
or its plans to single-
handedly solve the  
UK’s housing crisis  
or tackle poverty on 
a global scale. Those 
things were obviously 
key, but the thing  
that made this  
company stand out  
and completely and  
utterly	investable	 
was its people.

The CEO was young 
and driven and had an 
insatiable passion for 
his cause. Brought up 
in	cold,	damp,	rotting	
council houses he was 
determined to make 
things	better	and	 
was doing just  

that. He cared about 
people and the planet  
and his story was one  
you really should read.  
So, the pitch deck  
became less about 
targets	and	profits,	
technologies  
and air tightness and 
more - much more -  
about people. And  
that (according to  
the board) was what  
won investors over,  
time and time again.

Rhiane Kirkby 
Content Consultant, Lightbox  
Content Agency - former BBC  
Breakfast Programme Editor
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Your  
purpose

Transcendent 
purpose	is	effectively	
communicated  
through stories – for 
example, by describing 
the pitiable situations 
of actual, named 
customers and how  
their problems were 
solved	by	your	efforts.	
Make your people 
empathize with the 
pain the customer 
experienced and  
they will also feel  
the pleasure of  
its resolution -

“

all the more if  
some heroics went  
into	reducing	suffering	 
or struggle, or  
producing joy. 

Paul J. Zak, 
Professor of Economic Sciences,  
Claremont Graduate University

Stories that show your brand purpose   
- in other words, why you exist - win  
business. In 2018, three quarters of  
Unilever’s growth was driven by their  
twenty-eight ‘sustainable living’ brands.

That’s because around half of consumers  
say	brands	are	better	at	solving	problems	than	
governments, and purpose-led stories prove 
it. They’re the narratives that demonstrate 
your business is actively doing good.

A great purpose-led story should show:

• How you’re living up to your values 

•	 How	you’re	making	a	difference

• How you’re realising your long-term vision

Procter & Gamble’s (P&G’s) campaigns to 
become ‘a force for good and a force for 
growth’	are,	as	Deloitte	puts	it,	“rooted	in	
telling stories about issues close to its 
purpose and what its customers value. P&G 
recognises that more than 5 billion people 
across the planet use its products, and as a 
result, its campaigns seek to demonstrate  
its commitment to equality worldwide.” 

P&G’s	The	Look,	a	film	showing	the	micro-
aggression black men face on a daily basis, 
is designed to spark a conversation about 
racial bias and injustice. Its accompanying 
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How 
Patagonia’s 
brand 
journalism 
boosts 
customer 
loyalty by 
proving 
purpose

microsite, talkaboutbias.com, explains in 
detail	the	‘attitudes	or	stereotypes	that	
affect	our	understanding,	actions,	and	
decisions in an unconscious manner’.  
The company has, as one CEO puts it,  
“put a stake in the ground as part  
of their purpose.”

We’re in business to save our home 
planet.’ That’s the mantra of sustainable 
clothing brand Patagonia. Their writers 
publish long-form, insightful editorial 
highlighting the impact of climate change 
and environmental issues. The Revolution 
Will Not be Muted, for example, tells the 
story of Native tribes in the Chaco Canyon, 
New	Mexico,	who	have	fiercely	resisted	
a plan to allow oil and gas drilling in their 
ancestral homelands. 

The key message of the  
two-thousand-word article is loud  
and clear, and ends with an explicit  
call to action: to prevent the Trump 
administration from removing  
environmental protections. 

This isn’t marketing copy. At no point  
do the articles even mention clothing.  
It’s journalism. Patagonia is telling  
stories about important issues and 
demonstrating their values as an  
authentic, sustainable business  
and, in doing so, building deeper  
trust amongst environmentally  
conscious consumers. 

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/topics/marketing-and-sales-operations/global-marketing-trends/2020/purpose-driven-companies.html
https://www.edelman.com/trust/2020-trust-barometer
https://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/industry-insiders-share-views-p-gs-the-look-vs-the-talk/1589926
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Brand journalism follows 
the same rules as regular 
journalism. If marketers 
want	attention,	they	
will need to provide a 
hook and also write in 
a way that provides 
newsworthiness.   
For example, if the 
company is doing 
something for the 
community, this can be 
framed into an article 
on corporate social 
responsibility and the 

“ importance of helping 
local communities. 

The focus should  
be on meeting the 
community’s needs,  
with a statement from  
the company CEO 
included in the 
text alongside one 
from someone else, 
like a community 
representative.

Dr Martina Topić FHEA 
Senior Lecturer in Public Relations,  
Leeds Beckett University 
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In B2B, a good story is a 
compelling explanation 
of where the world was, 
where the world’s going  
and where the world  
should be going. 

Velocity Partners

“If you sell to other businesses, genuine 
thought	leadership	written	well	in	articles,	
white	papers	and	ebooks	is	a	sure-fire	lead	
generator. According to Edelman’s 2020  
Thought Leadership Impact study of 3,275 
B2B decision makers, half say it can make 
them more likely to award new business or 
invest in a product or service they hadn’t 
previously considered. 39% say it can  
make them more likely to send an RFP. 

As leading brand journalist Gay Flashman 
puts it in Powerful B2B Content, ‘Thought 
leadership’ is an overused phrase that 
often	promises	a	lot	but	delivers	little.	
Much of what is called thought leadership 
is actually nothing of the sort - it’s neither 
well thought out, nor leading edge.  
But innovative thinking that makes  
your people or your brand stand out  
can work especially well as content  
at the top of your sales funnel.”

Thought 
leadership

39%
of decision makers say well 
written thought leadership  
can make them more likely  

to send an RFP

https://www.edelman.com/research/2020-b2b-thought-leadership-impact-study
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Decide first on what will  
underpin your insight: data,  
expert interviews, customer  
insight or a mix.

James Gribben 
Head of Communications,  
Be the Business

Five tips to  
create thought 
leadership that  
wins business
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Make sure everyone understands  
the project goals from the beginning   
- especially important if you’re  
working with partners.

Most importantly: be both thoughtful  
and leading! Successful examples tell 
readers something new and provide 
genuine insight into the issue at hand.

Get a great writer. How many  
useful reports have you stopped 
reading because they didn’t  
keep your attention?

If you’re attempting to reach multiple 
audiences, think about the most 
appropriate ways to communicate it 
to them. You’ll almost certainly need 
a different approach for corporate, 
consumer and political.
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A good sense of  
timing is essential  
- providing the right  
insight at the right  
time. It’s extremely  
easy for a piece of 
thought leadership  
to be “too late”, i.e.  
remote working at a  
time when most of us 
have	already	figured	 
it out. Or “too early”,  
i.e. business recovery  
when the focus is  
more on survival.

Trevor Merriden 
CEO, Merriborn Media

“

Humanity in a story 
also goes a long way, 
because after all, the 
reader behind the 
screen is human too!

Charlie Gooddie 
Content Marketing Manager, Cision UK

“

A great business story is informative 
and authentic. It should tie back to 
business expertise or values, and 
statements should be backed up with 
stats or evidence. Marketers should 
be the eyes and ears of the business 
– having conversations with other 
colleagues can also reveal industry or 
client news which can inspire a story.

Stories are all around us - it’s just a case 
of	finding	them.	Narratives	about	people,	
purpose or products could come from: 

• Original research
• Conversations with other departments
• Conversations with industry experts
• Customer testimonials 
• Sales calls 

Inspiration  
& fact finding
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A good way to write 
brand journalism 
is to engage in 
consumer research 
where organisations 
collect information 
through a survey or 
focus groups and 
then release those 
findings.	This	can	
be done in the form 
of brand journalism 
so that useful info is 
provided, and later 
it can be used for 
product launches. 
Trevor Merriden 
CEO, Merriborn Media

“



How 
PureClarity 
unearthed an 
unexpected 
trend through 
thought 
leadership 
research 
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Lightbox client 
PureClarity, a SaaS 
company specialising 
in ecommerce 
personalisation,  
wanted to publish 
relevant, original  
insight with value  
for online retail 
businesses. They  
had already created  
a sizable content 

“machine, publishing  
‘how to’ blogs, trends 
pieces, ebook guides  
and more every week.

But the other SaaS 
providers were doing  
that too, including giants 
like Shopify. So to stand 
out, PureClarity did  
their	own	fact	finding.	 
They enlisted a market 
research agency and 
commissioned a survey 
of 250 decision makers in 
ecommerce companies 
with a turnover of £4 to 
£40 million. They wanted 
to know what trends, 
opportunities and 
challenges marketers 
were expecting as  
they emerge from  
the pandemic.
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What they found  
surprised them.  
CMOs, for the most  
part, have almost  
no idea what will  
happen next in 
ecommerce. 2020  
forced them to move  
fast (without breaking 
things) and implement 
new strategies  
and tech sooner  
than planned.

Now the options are 
almost limitless: big  
data analysis, cross-
channel campaigns, 
dynamic pricing, 
personalised customer 
experience - they all  
come with a unique  
set of considerations  
and metrics which can’t 
easily be compared.  
Some CMOs, as a  

result, are feeling 
corporate impostor 
syndrome. 

And that’s a thought 
leadership story with 
impact. It explains the 
state of the world,  
but also the human  
element too - and one 
you wouldn’t expect. 
That’s what catches 
readers’	attention.

Mark Williams 
Founder, Content Lead,  
Lightbox Content Agency

https://www.pureclarity.com/resources-ebooks/


Bringing  
your  
story  
to life

Chapter three

Almost	all	works	of	fiction	follow	 
one of six basic story arcs. The ‘arc’ 
is the emotional trajectory of the 
protagonist, with upwards curves 
reflecting	positive	developments.	 
The arc usually looks like one of these: 

•  Rags to Riches - rise 

•  Riches to Rags - fall

• Man in a Hole - fall then rise

•  Icarus - rise then fall

•  Cinderella - rise then fall then rise  

•  Oedipus - fall then rise then fall

Your own narrative, too, should follow  
one of these basic premises. 

The most common, straightforward plot 
structure goes all the way back to Ancient 
Greece: Aristotle’s Three Act dramatic 
structure. The premise is simple and, 
crucially, easy to remember; there’s a  
set-up,	a	conflict,	and	a	resolution
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The single most 
important tip I would 
give any journalist is 
to understand your 
audience - what  
makes them tick.  
How do we make  
them miss their bus? 
That’s our metric  
for a successful  
piece of storytelling.
Neil Thompson 
Editor, Good Morning Britain

“

You’ve 
probably  
only ever 
heard six 
stories

Structuring 
your narrative 

The set-up

Here we introduce your hero  
(whether that’s your brand itself,  
one of your people, a customer, or 
someone else) and their wants and  
needs. Brand stories should explain  
the hero’s pain points in the set-up. 

The tension 

Tension, otherwise described as  
conflict,	is	what	keeps	the	reader	 
invested. What might derail the  
hero’s journey? 

The resolution 

Or,	in	other	words,	the	pay-off.	 
How has the hero overcome their 
challenges? Where are they now? 
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Too many content 
marketers rely on  
their own opinions  
and experience.  
They likely have trouble 
sustaining an audience 
because they provide  
no diversity of 
perspective, no  
point-counterpoint 
model to establish 
authority.
Content Marketing  
Institute 

One	of	the	first	things	 
to go in a world of 
churning more content 
more quickly is quotes 
from sources to support  
the content’s thesis.  

Adding 
perspective 
on your  
story 

Demographics, past experiences, 
preconceptions and beliefs all  
influence	the	way	we	perceive	 
the same events. That diversity  
adds authenticity and credibility,  
particularly if viewpoints are clearly  
at odds with one another. 

Phone, video call or in-person  
interviews are how you can tease  
out someone’s experiences and  
opinions and, hopefully, get some 
memorable quotes to add colour  
to your editorial.
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Do your research 

To make sure you get the most from  
your time (and avoid wasting theirs) it’s 
important	to	find	out	as	much	as	you	can	
about the person you’re interviewing  
and the world they inhabit before you talk  
to them. This provides context, as well  
as improving your questioning.

Think about where the  
narrative might take you  

Visualise	the	finished	product	 
as you’re planning your questions.  
It’ll help you ask the right ones. 

Begin with the basics 

Make sure you know all the basic elements 
of the story.  Ask the 5 W’s – who, what, 
when, where, why - and how.  You may 
not include all the details but having the 
answers to these questions will give you the 
clearest possible picture to work from. 

Chapter three
Bringing your story to life

Seven  
tips to 
interview 
like a 
journalist
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Work chronologically 

Narratives are timelines  
- so check you’ve got each  
development in the right order. 

Ask open-ended questions

Encourage your interviewee to speak 
freely - be careful not to put words  
into their mouth, or hint at a  
particular answer.   

Ask follow-on questions 

Whenever your interviewee says 
something interesting or unexpected, 
dig deeper. This is how you uncover 
the stories people really want to know 
about.  And don’t forget to talk about 
their role in what happened and  
how it made them feel.  

Don’t be tempted to correct your 
interviewee when writing up quotes

The	way	people	speak	reflects	 
their character – making them  
authentic and, thus, persuasive.  
Keep their language precisely as  
you heard it, wherever you can.

6.6. 7.7.



How to  
write like 
the best 
journalists

Chapter four
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Every company  
is now a media  
company.
Tom Forenski 
Editor, Silicon Valley Watcher

“

It’s almost time to start writing,  
but	first,	you	need	to	choose	which	 
editorial format and style best suits  
your story. Journalism comes in all  
shapes and sizes - from 60-second 
Buzzfeed ‘listicles’ to the 4,000 word 
heavyweights	you	find	in	The	Atlantic.	

Despite the ever-faster pace of our 
lifestyles, short form isn’t necessarily  
the best.  According to a study of 74,840 
online articles from Pew Research  
Center, those with 1,000 or more  
words see higher engagement  
levels on mobile devices. 

Your editorial format could be a: 

Feature article or series - Covers an  
issue(s) in depth (typically 1500+ words) 

Personal account - Describes a person’s 
experiences	in	first-person	

Interview piece - Uses Q&A format or 
biographical style third-person writing 

Opinion piece - Puts forward a clear, 
structured argument 

White paper	-	Explores	&	simplifies	a	
complex	or	little-known	subject

Ebook - Explains a subject for readers 
without any prior knowledge 

Microsite - Acts a hub for several  
content	pieces	on	a	specific	subject

Choosing 
your editorial 
format 

“
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Openings 

Hard news reporting opens with the ‘inverted 
pyramid’ of information. This structure is 
based on the premise that readers are ‘time-
poor’, so all the key information in the story 
(the 5Ws – who, what, when, where and why) 
is	put	in	the	first	paragraph.		The	idea	is,	if	
someone reads that – and nothing more – 
they will understand what the story’s about:Headlines 

80% of people read a headline.  
But only a quarter of those go further  
- so writing one that’s clear and  
captivating is key. Your headline  
should do at least one of the following: 

Tease the storyline
“A tale of two cities” (Economist)

Tempt the reader with reward
“How to get rich by losing lots of money” 
(The Atlantic) 

Say something controversial 
“You	really	need	to	quit	Twitter”	 
(The Atlantic)

Include numbers or stats 
“24 went out. 20 came back. What 
happened on the boat?” (Guardian) 

Use emotion
“‘I want them to feel human again’  
- the woman who escaped slavery  
in	the	UK	and	fights	to	free	others” 
(Guardian) 

Quote somebody
“The Rabbi Said It Was OK’: Hasidic Mother 
of 10 Becomes Doctor” (New York Times) 

Ask a question
“Why	did	the	police	shoot	Mattew	Zadok	
Williams?” (New Yorker) 

Make a pun
“Rage against the machine: if an AI won  
the Nobel prize for medicine’ (Economist) 

Writing 
punchy 
editorial 

A vast underwater 
avalanche sent mud and 
sand more than 1,000km 
out into the ocean over 
the course of two days, 
rupturing submarine 
cables and disrupting 
internet	traffic	on	 
Africa’s western coast, 
scientists have revealed.
Guardian

https://www.journalism.org/2016/05/05/long-form-reading-shows-signs-of-life-in-our-mobile-news-world/


Just a few choice words create  
almost tangible suspense from the  
very beginning: ‘hold on’, ‘shouting  
from the rooftop’, ‘speeding bus’.  
The scene is set, we can picture  
where the events are happening.  
And immediately, we meet the  
main character. 

Active voice 

It’s easy to slip into the passive  
voice - the ball was kicked by  
Jim - in writing. But a sentence is  
punchier - and easier to understand  
- when it’s in the active voice,  
meaning the subject performs  
the action to the object:

The ball was kicked by Jim 
Object + Verb + Subject 

becomes...

Jim kicked the ball  
Subject + Verb + Object

42  |  How to write like a journalist and tell stories that sell  

The hook in this story from Changing  
Health, the lifestyle change platform, 
is	strong.		The	first	four	words	make	
the reader ask why Debra was in 
shock.  They want to know what 
happened to Debra next.

Here’s one from the New York Times:

Chapter four
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Debra was in shock.  
A routine visit to a new 
GP had come with 
unexpected news.

Hold on! Hold on tight!

It was a hot afternoon 
in Olinda, a coastal city 
in northeast Brazil, and 
Marlon da Silva Santos, 
the leader of a group 
called Loucos do Surf,  
or the Crazy Surfers,  
was shouting from  
the rooftop of a  
speeding bus.

“

“
In brand journalism, though, readers  
have more time. Stories are closer in  
style	to	the	ones	you’d	find	in	a	magazine	 
or the features section of the Sunday 
papers.  In these stories, there’s more 
creative freedom in how you begin. 
The	opener	-	the	first	or	first	couple	of	
paragraphs - is called the lede. It should  
take	hold	of	your	reader’s	attention	
immediately, ideally introducing an  
element of tension, uncertainty or  
conflict.	Quotes	or	short	anecdotes	 
often work well…

 Using specific language 

The aim of editorial content is to help  
your reader picture a scene clearly. So  
don’t	make	them	fill	in	the	blanks	 
themselves - wherever possible, replace 
vague	language	with	specific	detail.

It made her very rich 

becomes…

It netted her over £4.3 million

Turning negative  
sentences into  
positives
If you’re writing about something  
that hasn’t happened, it’s more  
engaging if you replace the  
negative with an action.  
For example:

The committee decided  
not to bring in the  
new policy 

becomes…

The committee voted  
unanimously against  
the policy 
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Great writing - in any context - makes 
even the toughest topics seem simple 
and digestible. Complex words tend  
to make the message harder  
to understand. 

Academic papers, for example, are 
much tougher to read than magazine 
articles. And your audience should 
never feel confused or have to make a 
conscious	effort	to	carry	on.	So	fewer	
words	are	always	better	and	choose	
shorter sentences over longer ones. 
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How to cover 
complex 
issues

Be clear, concise and 
captivating. If there’s 
one mantra I want my 
journalism students to 
take away from their 
course – it’s that. In 
theory, the 3 C’s are easy, 
but	they’re	a	little	harder	
to put into practice.

“

So, try this. If you have 
a complex message to 
share – think about how 
you’d explain it to a friend 
over a drink. And do just 
that. Cut out the jargon, 
get rid of the in-house 
language and make it 
simple. Remember, you 
live and breathe this every 
single day, but your target 
audience may not, and 
they should understand 
your messaging 
immediately.

If they need to ask 
questions or read over 
it again then I’m sorry 
to say you’ve failed. As 
a programme editor on 
Newsround, it was my job 
to explain complex issues 
to children. No mean feat, 
but one I achieved not 
by dumbing things down, 
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but by understanding 
my audience and being 
able to relate to them. 
If you know who you’re 
talking to – then it’s 
much easier to have 
a ‘conversation’ with 
them. If your message  
is complex, then why  
not break it down  
into chunks?

Or,	even	better,	make	
comparisons with things 
that are commonplace 
in everyday life. In my 
Newsround days a 
coalition government 
became a football match 
with players from both 
sides joining the same 
team.	A	difficult	subject	
easily explained.

Think about length too. 
In this time-poor world 

you need to hit people 
with your message.  
Think sledgehammer, 
rather than chisel!  
Get straight to your  
point and make it obvious.  
Keep sentences short  
and their structure simple.

And	finally,	make	your	
content compelling.  
The story you’re telling 
may be complex, but  
the language doesn’t  
have to be. Would you 
want to read what  
you’ve	written?	Would	 
it interest you and keep 
you engaged until the  
very last word? That’s  
your aim.

Rhiane Kirkby 
Content Consultant, Lightbox  
Content Agency - former BBC  
Breakfast Programme Editor



A well-structured  
article comes down  
to researching and 
knowing what  
you’re talking about.  
Readers/consumers  
are not stupid, they  
can easily google  
things	and	find	 
more information. 

I saw this in readers’ 
comments on some  
daily newspapers,  
where members of  
the public commented 
that the journalist 

“
should	have	done	better	
homework and provided 
more information. 

If an organisation  
engages with brand 
journalism but only  
brags about its own  
work, the public will  
see through this. It is  
good to provide more  
in-depth information  
such as statistics, 
information from 
international 
organisations, or 
academic literature.

Dr Martina Topić FHEA 
Senior Lecturer in Public Relations,  
Leeds Beckett University
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Do your 
homework
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Don’t be 
tempted  
to promote 
your brand  
or product

How to  
end an  
article

Remember: brand journalism  
works by educating and inspiring,  
not by selling. Psychological research 
suggests product placement and  
sales messaging in brand journalism 
triggers an ‘advertising schema’  
-	we	subconsciously	file	the	 
content in our mental folder  
marked ‘adverts’ and then  
become sceptical.

One such study by an American 
university, examining how 512 
participants responded to brand 
journalism	framed	in	different	ways,	
found that “increased commerciality 
leads to lower ratings of message 
credibility. [Content] creators might 
want a more direct return on  
investment than message  
credibility, but credibility includes 
trustworthiness. Trust between 
customer and company is a key 
component of brand-building. 

Taken with previous studies that show 
negative	effects	of	commerciality	and	
product placement, this study suggests 
that content creators might consider 
the [unbiased] editorial approach to 
build trust with customers.”

Your ending should be as strong,  
if not stronger than your opening.  
The primacy and recency effect  
- a cognitive bias - suggests we 
remember	the	first	and	last	 
things we read. 

So a strong conclusion should 
summarise or reiterate the key  
message of the piece. It might  
end with...

• A solution
• A powerful quote 
• A return to the people or place  
 at the opening of the article 
• A look to the future 
• An answer to the big question 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fnhum.2014.00006/full


Conclusion
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For years, pressure has been growing, 
businesses encouraged to churn out 
content, hour after hour, day after day.  
“Engage with your customers, connect  
with them on social, let them know what 
you’re doing…” entrepreneurs are told.  

But creating content is a waste of time  
unless people read it, believe it - feel it. 

Throughout this book we’ve shown  
you the value of brand storytelling,  
the impact it can have on your  
business and, most importantly,  
how to make it stand out.

We’ve also given you an insight into 
how journalists work.  How they find 
stories, write stories and tell stories.  
You’ve seen how their job is to engage, 
educate, enthral and entertain. And if 
you follow their lead, your content will 
do all those things too.   It will be read, 
believed and trusted – and so will you. 

So, to close, we’re going back to  
the basics and leaving you with a  
rule journalists always follow.   
The 5 W’s. The who, what, when,  
where and why.  Use this as a checklist 
when you’re creating content and  
you won’t go far wrong.

First, before you do anything else,  
think about your audience.  Who is your 
content for?  Who are you speaking to?  
Who do you want to read it?  If you know 
who your audience is, you’ll engage them, 
captivate them, connect with them.  

Then, think about the story you’re telling.  
Who is involved?  People are nosy. They 
love to hear about other people and 
what’s happening in their world. Talk 
about you, your customers, the man you 
met on the train this morning. Tell people 
about people and they’ll always listen.  

We’ve already established that  
you don’t need a constant stream  
of content to get results and that  
when it comes to brand storytelling, 
quality supersedes quantity. Every  
time.  So, when should you put  
your story out there?  

When you have something to say.  
When the time is right.  When it’s  
relevant and relatable. And never  
when you feel you have to – or  
when you’re told you should.  

Adverts sell, but not like they used to.  
Customers today demand more. They 
want original, authentic, trustworthy 
content.  They want to know about your 
business and you. They want to relate to 
you, connect with you, understand you.  
Brand storytelling is the new salesforce.  
Do it well and you’ll succeed where 
adverts now fail.  Why?  Because this 
content is all about you.  

What	is	it	you	do?		What	difference	do	
you make? What impact are you having?   
This is what you need to talk about.   
Remember: studies show that stories 
which focus on a brand’s positive impact 
on	the	world	are	by	far	the	most	effective	
when it comes to shaping customer 
perceptions. 

Then,	consider	what’s	different	about	
you.  Millions of other businesses are 
launching	products,	putting	on	events,	
sealing deals at exactly the same time as 
you.		What	makes	your	news	different?	
What makes it stand out?

Where	do	we	find	stories?		Where	
should we look?  A question that’s 
asked over and over.  The answer is 
simple.		You	find	stories	everywhere.		
Look around. Where did you fail or 
succeed?  Where are your pain points? 
Your roots, your foundations? Your 
founders, your workforce? Where do you 
get your energy from?  Your drive, your 
motivation?  Where do you see yourself 
in	five	years’	time?		Where	do	you	want	 
to be?  Businesses are a rich source  
of	stories.		Where	will	you	find	yours?	

Who?

When?

Why?What?

Where?
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