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12.3: Sharing Your Entrepreneurial Story

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of this section, you will be able to:

o Identify the importance of telling your own story
o Describe the advantages and disadvantages of using stories to build a startup

The popular reality TV show about entrepreneurs making pitches, Shark Tank, is sometimes erroneously described as a show about
pitching. This is false. Shark Tank is a show about people, usually inventors, with interesting backstories who are now looking for
help getting their product to its next step. The show offers them the opportunity to pitch their idea to a panel of investors who, if
they like the idea, make a financial offer in return to help get the product to market. Every pitch is preceded by what reality TV
producers deem to be the more interesting narrative—the entrepreneur’s story. Viewers learn what inspires entrepreneurs, how hard
they have worked on their prototypes and pitches, and what they have riding on those few minutes in the room with the “sharks.”
Only after the entrepreneur’s story is set up do we get to the punch line, so to speak—the five-minute memorized pitch—which, if
the entrepreneurs’ ideas seem viable, is followed by further talk about valuation and mentoring.

Shark Tank is not a course in pitching products, but it does highlight an important aspect of the practice: Stories matter. They matter
to both investors and customers. Many angel investors base their decision more so on the team giving the pitch than on the product
itself.

Telling Your Story

As an entrepreneur, you need to be able to effortlessly discuss your product and its problem-solution narrative, its value
proposition, its market niche, and the competition, but in your pitches, you also need to be able to tell your story. Prepare to tell
your entrepreneurial story by applying the most universal story format: the fairy tale. Here is a template you can use: “Once upon a
time, we had a problem. Then, we thought of the most ingenious solution. We worked really hard and built several versions of the
solution until we found The One. This, the innovation you see before you, is The One. We arrived at it through great personal cost,
but here it is, and you can own part of it, not just the innovation on the table beside us, but the idea. You can own a sizeable portion
of this business and its potential future growth. All you have to do is trust us, and you can be part of the magic. We will deliver this
innovation to millions and make their lives better. We’ll grow rich together and make the world a richer place at the same time. Join
us. Invest, and live happily ever after.”

Of course, the fairy tale format is not a formula for giving a practical, professional pitch, but it can help you put the pieces of your
own entrepreneurial journey on paper so you can weave key details into your pitch as it develops.

WORK IT OUT

Writing Your Entrepreneurial Story

Take the preceding fairy tale template and use it to write the story of the entrepreneur behind your favorite product or brand.
For example: “Once upon a time, Steve Jobs had a problem. He wanted to fit a computer into a box the size of an oversized
cell phone...”

Conduct some biographical research on an entrepreneur and, after fleshing out the fairy tale, answer these questions:

o Why does the entrepreneur’s story matter to investors?

o Is there a way to craft an entrepreneur’s story so that it appeals simultaneously to both investors and consumers?

o How would you weave fairy tale elements about this entrepreneur into a mock pitch for his or her most ingenious
invention?

Once a company grows, its story grows. But the original stories of the founders still play a part. This bigger story is called a
corporate narrative. A corporate narrative is not a fairy tale but relays how a successful company grew from something small,
perhaps starting in a garage in California, into a powerful firm or corporation serving millions of people. Companies craft
narratives, often with several embellishments, for marketing purposes, but they also serve to remind leaders and employees about
the vision and dreams the company’s founders once had.
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An example of a startup that still inspires many today is the Hewlett-Packard Corporation (HP). Its origins lie in the efforts of Bill
Hewlett and David Packard, two Stanford University classmates in the 1930s. Much like members of a garage band, they started
their company in a real garage, and the firm has outgrown its humble beginnings many times over. You can see the actual (restored)
garage in Figure 12.3.1.

Figure 12.3.1: Hewlett-Packard has restored the original garage in Palo Alto, California, in which its two co-founders, Bill Hewlett
and David Packard, former Stanford University classmates, began work in 1938 on the electrical switches and sound oscillators that
became their new company’s first products. (credit: “HP Garage in Silicon Valley” by “MGA73bot2”/Wikimedia Commons, CC
BY 2.0)

The Advantages and Disadvantages of Using Stories

The primary advantage of using stories in pitch development is that they are relatable. Stories are how we make sense of our lives,
so it’s natural for stories to help others make sense of our new ventures. Stories are useful for transferring concepts with imagery
told from a particular point of view.

When making a pitch, it is best not only to convey the value proposition of your product but to convey the value in the way that a
loyal, enthusiastic consumer of the product (a brand advocate) would see it. Your goals become their goals. For example, Nike’s
Air Jordan brand has one of the most powerful advocate communities in the world. They are motivated by stories of being, in some
small way, like one of the greatest athletes of all time. Inspired, they not only buy Nike shoes and clothes, they camp out and wait
to be a part of the latest release—like people waiting for the next installment of their favorite film on opening night. Using
narrative structures to get your pitch points across can inspire potential investors to see and share your vision and goals. The
downside to narrative-based customer development and marketing is that it can lead to a culture of manufactured need. A new form
of consumerism, built on what marketers call the “fear of missing out,” is another way of characterizing the euphoria people feel
when they are enraptured by a brand. Fear of missing out (FOMO) refers to the sense that we need to keep up with our peers and
the personas they represent in social settings, particularly on social media. They can say they were there and that they had the best
stuff first. Critics would say that building such a strong identity to a brand, or even material goods, clouds people’s sense of what is
really important in life.

Even as you develop skills in pitching products by crafting inspiring narratives, be aware of the ethical implications of your work.
You need to learn how to successfully make pitches to grow a brand and a company or nonprofit, but this is not a license to ignore
the impacts of your work. Instead, consider this a call to action to balance your entrepreneurial, consumerist pitches and efforts
with pro-social ones as well. Across a career, this kind of balance may be achievable, and, for both mass consumer products and
purposeful social entrepreneurship efforts, good storytelling will help you achieve your objectives.

There is another type of narrative that can be pernicious—that of the wildly successful entrepreneur who has it all. Yes, this chapter
starts by comparing entrepreneurs to superheroes. They do accomplish things other people only dream about, but many of the most
famous ones have anomalous careers marked also by favorable conditions, luck, and hard work. The narrative that matters other
than that of your entrepreneurial effort is your own personal one. The same way a successful startup is expected to iterate and
overcome failures, so too are you encouraged and expected to persevere after setbacks when it is reasonable to do so.

As with the rapidly evolving tastes and habits of consumers in the face of “omnichannel” marketing practices in the US economy, it
is impossible to be out in front of all of the latest information and communication technologies (ICTs). Even manufacturing
technology evolves rapidly. If you make it an essential part of your corporate narrative that you are always “on top” of all
technologies, you may be setting your business or service up for failure. ICTs and manufacturing are massive sectors in the global
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economy. You are not expected to know everything about them. If you can conquer your FOMO regarding the latest technological
developments, your story may not be perfect, but you will be able to work from a personal and corporate position of balance.

Also, be realistic about your own entrepreneurial story. Entrepreneurs who focus too much on their own narrative might miss
important market challenges or deep-seated problems with their design or key features. Issues may arise and be ignored, to the peril
of the endeavor, if entrepreneurs believe their own stories are a matter of destiny. Ignoring hurdles, failures, and shortcomings
within yourself, your value proposition, or your organization can seriously hinder your ability to grow your venture. Your role as a
communicator is not to spin a fairy tale yarn and try to live in it. Rather, your role in telling your entrepreneurial story is to
demonstrate your capability to overcome challenges and show your capacity for growth as it relates to perseverance, thoughtful
inquiry, and providing value and solutions to others.
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