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Introduction 

 

¦ǎƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŜƭƭ ƛǎƴΩǘ new. All history is story-telling on behalf of the victorƛƻǳǎ ƻǊ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ΨōǊŀƴŘΩ and even the 

earliest Greek fables and Biblical parables were written with an agenda in mind.  The archetypes and narrative 

templates we use today have existed for millennia, in myths and legends, poetry and plays.  From the beginning, 

brands have told stories through their advertising with varying degrees of subtlety, finesse and resonance:  

 

                     
 

Consumers have always been a part of this story-telling process and encouraged to pass on the narrative.  I expect 

smokers lit up on learning that Camel cigarettes improve athletic performance and enjoyed sharing the good news 

with their friends and families.  The very fact that these ads were made implies that story-telling as a means to brand 

advocacy was vital to increase both penetration and frequency.  

 

Today, there are plenty of brands with wonderful stories of innovation and entrepreneurship, provenance and 

quality.  The story of the Dyson vacuum cleaner ŀƴŘ WŀƳŜǎ 5ȅǎƻƴΩǎ ǘŜƴŀŎƛǘȅ in developing his new suction 

technology in the face of overwhelming competition provides an instant shortcut to the product benefits today.  The 

stories of the students who founded companies such as Apple and Google are charming case studies in creative 

thinking that like-minded people want to be a part of. Even the story of Hugo Boss as designer to the Nazis accords 

well with the sleek and self-assured charisma of the Boss brand today.   

 

These, and other successful brand stories have entered the realms of myth and legend, not just because they are 

credible, concrete and emotionally resonant, but because they can be simplified and optimised for retransmission 

and tribalised as a badge of belonging amongst their consumers.  They can be boiled down to a single point of 

fulfilment which becomes a core brand value to which consumers aspire, makes them feel good about themselves 

and, most importantly, positively reflects how they see themselves or would like to be seenΦ  CƻǊ ±ƻƭǾƻΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΦ  

CƻǊ LƪŜŀΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΦ  CƻǊ CŜƴŘŜǊΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘŀƎŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜΦ    

 

While brands have always had plenty of reasons to tell their stories, and lots of ways to do so, via advertising, 

packaging, merchandise and PR, consumers have, likewise, always enriched, subverted or in some cases, supplanted 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƛǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŎƻƻƭŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉǳō ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ 

recently through blogs, forums and social networks, bookmarking, sharing and review sites.  Consumers are part of 

the brand story and they are telling their own versions, based on their direct or indirect experiences, in their own 

words.   Some brands are uncomfortable with this.  They want to own the story and expect consumers to simply 

accept it and pass it on.  But consumerǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΦ   LǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ 

that consumers, like brands, ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘŜƭƭ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΦ ¢ƘŜ online 



communities they join, the events they attend and the way they position and promote themselves are all ways in 

which both brands and consumers can tell stories without saying a word.  

  

This means that brands need to stop being so precious about their assets and equities and share the programme, the 

stage and the microphone with their audienceΦ  LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǾƛǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ōǊŀƴŘΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

conversations, but of also joining in with the conversations that consumers are already having, providing the 

material, the platform and the impetus to enable new conversations to take place and in doing so, adding to and 

enriching the brand story over time.  

 

In this piece, I have looked first at the three key elements of a storytelling strategy: motive, means and opportunity, 

all of which are interdependent to a large extent.  I have suggested some interesting tools and techniques to uncover 

the stories that brands are telling about themselves and the stories that consumers are looking for.  Thirdly, I have 

examined the ways in which the best storytelling brands are giving their consumers the information, inspiration and 

incentive to tell their own stories, in their own words and their own way.   

 

As always, if you have any comments, drop me a line on nicholine@gmail.com.  

 

 

Motive    

 

For brands the motive for telling stories comes from wanting to impart information that will help them achieve 

business objectives ς to create or reinforce a brand positioning or identity, or to initiate change, such as spreading 

the news of a new or improved product, target a new geographical area or consumer demographic.  Brands can also 

tell stories to stop, or at least minimise a negative situation ς to change misconceptions or clear up confusion.   

 

For consumers, on the other hand, the motive to tell stories comes from two sources: emotional and practical 

reward.  Consumers derive a great deal of personal satisfaction and status from being an active, valued member of a 

brand community. They enjoy wearing the badges of belonging that confer status and discernment and love sharing 

their knowledge with existing and potential members.  Yet they can also reap the rewards of storytelling in more 

pragmatic ways, with discounts and free samples, exclusive offers and preferential treatment in exchange for their 

engagement.  

 

Means   

 

For brands, the means to tell stories comes from the information they have access to and channels of 

communication they control - via their advertising and marketing collateral, web sites and search engine visibility, 

corporate blogs and twitter, brand channels on YouTube and also from employees, from the CEO interviewed on the 

news to sales and customer service representatives at the coalface of the company.   

 

For consumers, the means to find these stories and tell their own comes, likewise, from the information they have 

access to, such as news and gossip that they pick up, and the channels of communication they likewise, have access 

to, such as their own blogs, online communities, search engines social bookmarking and video and picture sharing 

sites.   

 

Opportunity 

 

For brands, the opportunity to tell stories comes from a variety of sources, such as marketing or PR campaigns which 

provide a reason or a context in which to communicate with individuals or the wider public. The impetus also comes 
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ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀΣ ǿƘƻ ǎƻƭƛŎƛǘ ŀ ōǊŀƴŘΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ do 

so.  Opportunity, therefore, is created by both good and bad news.  

 

For consumers too, the opportunity is created by both positive and negative events.  It may come from the brand, 

ǿƘƻ ƛƴǾƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊΩǎ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪΣ ƻǊ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀs via a branded presence on social 

networks, surveys, or focus groups.  It may come from the media or via independent communities, such as review 

sites or consumer groups, all of which provide the platform for consumers to express themselves and share their 

views.  

 

The story starts with the consumer 

 

As the most effective story-telling strategies arise when consumers have as much to gain as the brand from passing 

ǘƘŜƳ ƻƴΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ start with them.   [ŜǘΩǎ ǘŀƪŜ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎΣ ŀ ōǊŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀƴ ŀƭƭ-American family business 

made good, which democratised the concept of eating out and brought tasty, affordable food and good times to 

millions of people.  It is still telling this story, through its advertising, sponsorships, community and recruitment 

initiatives and in-store.   

 

Yet, just as McDonalds has a powerful motive to tell a positive brand story, its customers have an equally strong 

interest in doing the same.  Parents, for example, who form a key target audience for the brand, are very sensitive to 

accusations of bad parenting.   No parent wants to feel that they are abusing their children with unhealthy food, 

while at the same time, other customers might be concerned about damaging the environment or exploiting 

underpaid workers.  Its staff, likewise, want to feel good about their jobs, whilst its partners benefit from an alliance 

with an ethically sound, reputable company.   

 

Google Tools ς always a good place to start digging 

 

Using DƻƻƎƭŜΩǎ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƻƻƭǎ, we can see what the online public wants from the McDonald brand, the 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ might ς or might not associate with it.  We can identify the 

stories that consumers are likely to be telling amongst themselves ςand identify areas where McDonalds can provide 

the motive, the means and the opportunities to help ensure those stories reflect well on both brand and consumer 

alike.   

 

According to the Google Keyword tool, always a good place to start on this kind of research, here are the most 

popular searches for McDonalds in April 2009:  

 

 



 

This data gives us a number of insights ς and potentially significant issues - to explore in more depth.  Firstly, we can 

see that the Monopoly promotion is currently the most popular search associated with the brand, testimony to the 

success of the campaign.  Secondly, we can see that jobs have become an increasingly popular search over the last 

ȅŜŀǊΣ ǎƻ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ Ǉǳǘ ƻŦŦ ōȅ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŜǘƘƛŎǎΣ ǇŀȅΣ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎΣ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ 

opposite.  It could, of course, be a measure of desperation induced by the current economic climate.  Likewise, note 

ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎ ƳŜƴǳΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΦ  LǘΩǎ ŀ ǘŜǊƳ more usually associated with more 

up-market restaurants, not fast food outlets.  

 

Moreover, this search, plus the searches for things like calories and nutrition, as well as prices and locations also 

indicates that consumers are doing their homework before they go and planning their visit in advance rather than 

just dropping in on impulse.  LǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ΨwƻƴŀƭŘ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘΩ ς this bears 

further investigation.  LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƘŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƛƴ-store collateral.  Look also 

at the high demand for the McDonalds logo ς why is this?  What do people want it for?      

 

CƛǊǎǘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǘŀƪŜ a closer look at the most popular long-term searches using Google Insights for search, and see what 

the data can tell us about the intent behind the searches.  If we look at the patterns in searches for the menu, jobs, 

Ronald McDonald, the logo and toys and correlate these with other online sources of data, we get some very 

interesting ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŘǊƛǾŜ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎΩ ǎǘƻǊȅ-telling strategy 

going forwards. 

 
 

Story 1: The logo 

 

To begin with, look at how the demand for the McDonalds logo dips in August and shows a significant peak every 

New Year, after Easter and September ς the academic year, in other words.  Is this because schoolchildren and 

college students are using McDonalds as a case study in their assignments?  If we look at the top and fastest rising 

searches since 2004, we can see that people are also searching for Tesco, Nike, Coca Cola and other big consumer 

brand logos, so this could be it.   

 
 



So, if we plot demand for these brands, we can see that they do in fact all follow the same annual pattern of the 

academic year, with Nike being the most searched for, presumably because it is the most controversial of all the 

brands and therefore makes the most interesting story for essays and projects:  

 

 
 

So, what is McDonalds doing to help students and to make sure the brand story they are telling is a positive one?  

bƛƪŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ ōǳǘ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎ ƛǎ.   If  you do a search for ΨaŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎ ƭƻƎƻΩ on Google, you find the official 

Ψ!ōƻǳǘ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎΩ ǎƛǘŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ƭƻƎƻǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ, teachers, journalists and anyone else 

wanting to tell a story about McDonalds. The site could be nearer the top of the search page, the information 

architecture could be better organised and you only find the site on DƻƻƎƭŜΩǎ global, rather than the UK index, but a 

resourceful student could find it with ease.  

 

Story 2: the toys 

 

As we can see from the search pattern in the Google graph, demand for toys is fairly stable, with no sudden surges, 

so there are no big brand or consumer stories surrounding the issue.  Likewise, if we look at the most popular 

searches, consumers are referring to Happy Meal toys, not the more expensive ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎΦ   

 

 
 

So, they probably want to know which toys are in the meals so they can plan a visit to coincide with a particular 

promotion.  They might also have questions about the ethical provenance of the toys, or have safety or quality 

concernsΦ  .ǳǘ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΦ  LŦ ǿŜ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ the Google search results for 

McDonalds toys, all we get is a generic Adword for the McDonalds UK site, which simply links to the home page of 

the site, which has nothing about toys there, either.    

 



 
 

Story 3: Ronald McDonald 

 

The demand for Ronald McDonald is a particularly interesting issue.  As we can see from the top and rising searches, 

the Ronald McDonald House charity, which provides accommodation for families with children in hospital, is the 

organisation most closely associated with the search term:  

 

 
 

 

 

 

The charity is one of the most popular and well-funded charities in the US, with a very high profile . Yet, if we 

compare demand in the UK to that in the US ŀƴŘ /ŀƴŀŘŀ όŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ƛǎ ǎŎŀƭŜŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

size of the online population), we can see that there is far less awareness in the UK. LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ 

the issue here.  In fact, there is far more search demand, ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

charities in the UK than in the US and Canada.  It seems that we simply have far less awareness of the Ronald 

McDonald House because McDonalds ƛǎƴΩǘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ /ƘŀǊƛǘȅΩǎ profile.  

 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ waI/ ǎƛǘŜ and the logo for the UK arm of the 

charity has nothing of McDonalds in it, whereas the logo in the US does:  



 
 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƘŜǊŜΚ  Lǎ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ acDonalds has such a bad reputation in the UK that the charity eschews all 

connection with the brand on the basis that any connection would damage its credibility and standing?   Both 

entities could provide huge benefits to the other, but there has clearly been a decision not to do so, which personally 

I think is a shame.    

 

Story 4: the menu  

 

Over the last two years, interest in the McDonalds menu has steadily grown.  As the company has added to its menu, 

particularly its healthier options, this is to be expected.  But if we look at what the top and fastest growing searches 

ŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ food itself,  that is the bigger consumer issue.   And because consumers 

ŀǊŜ ǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴǳ ǇǊƛŎŜǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŀ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ their decision whether to visit or not.   

 

 
 

Yet, there are no price lists on the McDonalds site.  Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ŀƴȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǊƛŎŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ 

because prices will vary according to the restaurant location, with theme parks and motorway services having the 

ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǇǊƛŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǎŜǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ōǳǘ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ 

consumer interest, it should be addressed one way or another.   

 

But what the company is doing well, is giving its customers a credible argument that they can use to counter any 

raised eyebrows at their decision to eat at McDonalds.  For example, in its advertising and on its web site it 

emphasises the quality, provenance and freshness of its ingredients in a way that would have been unheard of for a 

fast food company just a few years ago, and with its Question and Answer format, it is echoing the scenarios that 

consumers might find themselves in.  

 

The upshot is that a customer, partner or employee can now credibly counter any attacks on their decision to choose 

McDonalds with the assertion that the hamburgers are made with 100% beef and a little seasoning, that the bacon is 

British and the French fries are cooked in a άōƭŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǳƴŦƭƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŀǇŜǎŜŜŘ ƻƛƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǾŜƎŜǘŀǊƛŀƴǎέΦ   

 



Its άaŀƪŜ ǳǇ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƳƛƴŘέ ǿeb site goes one step further and not only answers even the most aggressive 

questions with honesty and grace but invites members of the public to go behind the scenes, meet its suppliers and 

publish their ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ǊŜǾƛŜǿǎΦ  LǘΩǎ just ŀ ǎƘŀƳŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛǎŜŘ, for example via contextual online 

advertising.   

 
 

 

Story 5: jobs at McDonalds 

 

¢ƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǎƘŀǊǇ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ΨaŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎ ƧƻōǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΦ  Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǊe search 

demand for the last two years side by side, we can see that overall demand for the last year was higher and there 

has been a sharp increase in the last few months:  

 

 
 

This might of course be a result of the current economic climate and more people are looking for work and consider 

McDonalds to be fairly recession-proof.  However, if we then look at the top and fastest rising searches for 

aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎ ƧƻōǎΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ΨaŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊǎΩ Ƙŀǎ ƎǊƻǿƴ ōȅ 170% in the last year:  

 

 


