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Voiceover This is Business Reimagined. Rethink what's possible. Push the 
boundaries. Break new ground.  

I've been the guy who had an idea and had a product, if you will, a 
process that I wanted to spread and I would wake up every day and 
I just wasn't getting the orders that I wanted to get. People weren't 
registering for my conference.  

Discovering this process and implementing it changed all that for 
me. Orders began flooding in.  

This is Business Reimagined with Danny Iny. 

 

DANNY 
 

Donald Miller is the best-selling author of numerous books on 
spirituality as an explanation for beauty, meaning and the human 
struggle, including Blue Like Jazz, A Million Miles and a Thousand 
Years and, most recently, Scary Close. Don took his expertise with 
story and applied it to business by creating the Story Brand marketing 
framework, which he's applied in working with brands like Pantene, 
Ford, Chik-Fil-A and even the White House to help them craft brand 
stories that compel and engage. One of the elements of story that Don 

 

Don Miller 

Donald Miller is a student of story. He's the author of New York Times 
Best Sellers: "Blue Like Jazz," "A Million Miles in a Thousand Years," and 
"Scary Close." He co-wrote the major motion picture "Blue Like Jazz" 
which debuted at the SXSW Film Festival and was listed as one of the top 
four movies to get you through freshman year by USA Today. He has 
served on The Presidential Task Force for Fatherhood and Healthy 
Families, a joint effort between government and the private sector to 
rewrite the story of fatherlessness in America. Currently, he helps people 
live a better story at www.storylineblog.com and helps leaders grow 
their businesses at www.storybrand.com. 
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teaches is the journey that the hero goes through, something that Don 
was fascinated with from a very early age. 

DON 
 

When I was a little kid, we lived close to a train track and trains would 
pass by every day and I wanted to be an engineer on one of those 
trains. I just wanted to drive one of those massive machines and I 
think that was the inkling in my heart of wanting to travel and see 
things and take myself somewhere and then I actually went to college 
on a music scholarship and I wanted to be a composer and so I was 
trying to compose symphonies. I was terrible at it, but that what I was 
trying to do. I think that was an early inclination that I wanted to take 
people on a journey and then I became a writer and developed the skill 
and realized I was pretty good at it and was able to take people on a 
journey as a writer in books. They would sit down for hours at a time 
and let me take them somewhere. 

Now, I get to help people who also want to tell their stories, feel that 
same emotion, feel that sense of now they get to take somebody 
somewhere because I could help them to do so. I think this idea of 
journey and taking people somewhere and going on a journey has been 
in my DNA for a long time. 

DANNY 
 

Maybe you've heard the idea of using your brand to tell your personal 
story, but that's not what this is about. What Don has created is a 
framework that you, as the conductor, can use to keep your brand and 
your story on track. While stories have been around forever, this 
approach to branding and marketing is new. 

DON 
  

I think of so many online courses and seminars and even Harvard 
business classes, they sort of talk about tactics and strategies that work 
in marketing and what's difference about ours is we've really focused 
on how story works and story is thousands of years old, but it has 
always worked to compel the human brain and when you begin to 
study how you can filter your business messaging through story, you 
find all few the tactics from Harvard Business Review and all the 
tactics from these online courses fit in this sort of epic process that 
based on thousands of years of best practices and telling stories, so all 
of these ideas of that when you market, you want to talk about a 
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problem and then you want to talk about a solution. If you study 
screenplay writing, that's exactly what a screenplay is, a character that 
has a problem and then there's a solution.  

The great thing about the Story Brand framework is when you really 
look it, it makes sense of every keynote that you deliver, every movie 
that you go see and all of a sudden a marketing strategy for your 
company just falls into place and makes sense based on the way the 
human brain works.   

DANNY There was a long stretch of time when you were writing and then you 
were organizing your conference and you slowly came to be applying 
these strategies to market your conferences and so forth. There was a 
long stretch of time when it hadn't crystallized for you to realize, hey, 
there's something here for me to teach and then was a moment when 
it did. Do you remember that moment? 

DON 
 

I didn't set out to teach anything about marketing, even though I was 
a marketing major in college. I really had kind of submitted myself to 
the writing life and my conference was just a variation of my writing 
career. I'd get all my fans in the room and we'd talk about my books, 
but I was a writer. What was interesting is in order to write books, I 
had been studying story for decades. I'd sit in at every conference, read 
every book because I wanted to be a better writer. I wasn't very good, 
though, at summarizing my books. I couldn't write a paragraph on the 
back copy what my book would be about. I couldn't write a synthesized 
version of what my conference was.  

I got on an airplane one morning to fly to Indianapolis to speak at a 
conference and the guy next to me was reading my book and so I 
jokingly said to him, "Do you like that book" and he said, "Yeah, I love 
this book. In fact I'm on this airplane to fly and hear this guy speak 
tonight." I kind of laughed and I said, you know I joked with him a 
little bit, I said, "I hear that guy's kind of a jerk" and he looked at me 
and said, "I've never heard that. I've heard he's a really nice guy."  It 
occurred to me this guy's not going to get it. He's not going to get that 
I am the author and I decided, and I'm so glad I did, not to tell him 
and for two hours I just sat there and asked him questions about my 
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quote unquote brand and what I discovered is that he liked all the 
stories I told, he liked the way I changed his life, liked my content, but 
he didn't have the words to explain what it is that I do or how he 
applied what I do to his life.  

That's the nail in the coffin for a business and we have to give people 
the words to say in order to spread words about what we do. I actually 
went to a cabin after that experience and developed this process, this 
seven-part process based on seven things, seven plot points that 
happen in almost every movie that you go see. If these seven things 
happen in almost every movie that you go see, that means it's a 
language. It's a language that the human brain speaks, kind of like 
music is a language that the human brain speaks. I began to ask 
myself, what would happen if I filtered my marketing messages only 
through these seven buckets, if you will, these seven plot points that 
the human brain resonates so strongly with. I did that with my 
conference and we went from 350 attending the conference to 970 
without raising our advertising. In fact, we didn't spend any money on 
advertising. Then we went from 970 to 1,700, then from 1,700 to 2,400 
and now we're looking at a room with more than 7,000 seats in it.  

This is all because I gave people a story to tell about my conference 
that they could then spread. We tend to organize our thoughts into 
stories already, so why not pre-organize our messaging for our 
company into stories because when we do people recognize it, it's 
accessible and then they can turn around the tell their wife about it, 
they can turn around and tell their co-workers about it and word 
begins to spread about what we do.   

DANNY 
 

You're in a cabin in the woods kind of boiling everything you've 
learned about screen writing into this seven-step process. What was 
that like? 

DON 
 

Any time you're trying to create something, it can be an agonizing 
process and the initial question that I had was what do all these movies 
have in common and happen to have rented a [00:08:00] cabin that 
didn't have cable, but it had a VHS library. I was there for five weeks. 
It had a VHS library of old movies, so the Star Wars trilogy was there, 
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the first one, and Hunger Games and Tommy Boy and Bridge Jones' 
Diary. Danny, I did the incredibly scientific work of sitting around in 
my boxer shorts eating popcorn every night and watching these 
movies. I did that with a pen and pad in hand and I was trying to figure 
out what it was that these, I didn't know there was seven at the time, 
what was in every movie. What I discovered was ... I'll walk you 
through it real quick.  

Every movie had a character that had a problem, that's number two. 
Number three is they met a guide, Yoda or Hamich or somebody, they 
met a guide to help them. Then number four is the guide gave them a 
plan and number five is they were called to action to enact that plan. 
Number six and seven were that plan either ended in a comedy or a 
tragedy or a successful ending or a failure of an ending. Those were 
the seven things that kept happening in every single movie and so what 
I did was I took those seven things, I put them on a giant piece of 
butcher paper that I brought to the cabin and I looked it on the wall 
and I said, "Okay, how can this inform my marketing?" This is a 
language that the human brain speaks. It's in every movie. Every 
movie is basically the same movie and they're very predictable. I said, 
"How can I filter my marketing through it." That's when the magic 
began to happen.  

I realized, you know what? We keep trying to tell the story of our 
company, but really what we need to understand is the story of our 
customer and the customer is the hero in the story, not the brand. Our 
brand is not the hero, the customer is. Our customer has a problem 
and there's different kinds of problems and I go into that in the 
framework and they're trying to resolve those problems, but they can't 
do it, so they look around for a guide. They look for Yoda, they look for 
Hamich, somebody to help them. That's where our brand steps into 
the customer's story and we say we can help. There are a couple of 
things that are mental triggers where people when they're looking 
around for a guide, if we do these two things, they sign up. They sign 
up for our product and our service. It's almost automatic. Then we give 
them a plan and we call them to a very direct call to action that has to 
be very clear and compelling and cannot be confusing.  
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We also tell them how nice their life will be if they use our product or 
service.  This seven-part framework that storytellers have been using 
for 2,000 years turned into a marketing or a communication 
framework that was pretty incredible. Then I began to take that 
framework and turn it around and looked at presidential campaigns 
and could tell you why a campaign failed or succeeded based on 
whether or not they used this seven-part framework. It became kind 
of a decoder tool for me to look at just about any sort of messaging and 
say why it worked or why it didn't work. It became a process by which 
I could even predict whether or not a marketing campaign would be 
successful. Fascinatingly, Danny, it's very easy to figure out and very 
easy to do. From there, I filtered my own company through it. We saw 
dramatic success as I explained and then opened it up to other 
companies and our first clients were Pantene and Ford with their 
Lincoln division and the White House and Chik-Fil-A.  

From there we began to develop a lot of confidence that we had 
something here that the world had been looking for a long time and it 
had been sitting under our noses. I didn't invent this stuff. It started 
with Plato and went all the way through Shakespeare and all the way 
down to George Lucas and Charles Dickens and on and on. They've all 
been using this for centuries.   

DANNY 
 

One of the core insights that's super important that I feel like there 
could have been a sliding doors kind of alternate reality where you 
mapped out the whole process, got the seven steps down, but 
somehow skipped or missed the realization that the brand is not the 
here, the customer's the hero. 

DON 
 

Right. 

DANNY 
 

I could see a lot of marketers kind of taking this whole framework and 
forgetting that part. 

DON Yeah, exactly. That is what Mitt Romney did and he lost the election. 
That's what John McCain did and he lost the election. That is what a 
number of companies try to do and they lose the election, but if you 
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 notice the guys who win, Barack Obama, George W. Bush, on and on 
and Apple Computers and Coca-Cola, they do not position their 
company, they do not position their company as the hero in the story. 
They position their customer as the hero in the story and they're like 
Q in the James Bond movies. James Bond goes to Q and says here's 
what I'm trying to accomplish, give me a weapon, right? Apple says to 
the world, you're trying to be heard, you're trying to be recognized, you 
hate the fact that technology is difficult and hard to use and you feel 
like you have to be a scientist in order to use it, so we're going to make 
everything simple.  

Here are eight different tools that you can use to accomplish what you 
want to accomplish in your life. Apple positions itself as Q in the story 
of James Bond and that's exactly what every brand needs to do. We 
need to understand that our customer is on a mission. They're trying 
to destroy the death star and we need to go to them and say here's a 
plan on how you can do it and here's a tool that you can use to destroy 
the death star in whatever field of expertise you're working in. Those 
are the only jobs that a brand needs to do. Subconsciously, that's 
exactly what customers are looking for. When we walk into the room 
and position our self as the hero in the story, our customers compete 
in their ego subconsciously with that identity. They say, "Well, wait 
I'm a hero trying to accomplish something. You're a hero trying to 
accomplish something, so nice to meet you, good luck, I'm going to 
move on until I find somebody who's a god." That's why they go to 
Apple, Coke and sometimes that's why they go to your competitors. 

DANNY Was that obvious to you from the beginning as you were putting this 
framework together? 

DON 
 

No. I think it was only obvious because I had heard a lecture by a 
woman named Nancy Duarte, who in my opinion, is brilliant and she 
gave a talk about how to give talks, interestingly enough, it's a 
wonderful Ted talk, talks that she gives on how to structure 
communication in such a way that people will listen and at one point 
in one of the talks that she gives, she says, "You know, we really need 
to position ourselves as Yoda and the audience as Luke Skywalker." 
That stuck in the back of my brain for a couple of years and so when I 
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threw the story-based framework up on the wall, Nancy's words came 
back to me and I thought that's the key. Nancy had figured it out. She 
didn't figure out whole story structure, but she figured out that critical 
part of it. All credit goes to her on that. 

DANNY What was the transition like for you from being a successful full-time 
author to being a successful full-time marketer? Was that intentional? 
Did you say okay, you know, I'm liking this author thing, but I think I 
want to do this now, or did it kind of creep up you? 

DON 
 

No, I mean every four or five years, I write a book and I always enjoy 
the process of writing that book, but it's really more of a hobby for me, 
a kind of nighttime thing. I always ran a business. I ran a conference 
business and then the branding business started and did great work 
with helping people create their life plans. I really like business. 
Business to me feels like fishing in a sense that you create really great 
products, you sharpen the hooks, people buy those products and enjoy 
them and have their life changed by them. I also like working with a 
team. As much as I'm known publicly as a writer, I spend 90 percent 
of my time running a business. The idea of helping other people run 
their businesses and combining my study of story with helping people 
in their communication felt very natural for me. Even just today I 
helped a guy, Scott Hamilton, who won Olympic gold in figure skating 
so many years ago, is championing a new process for treating brain 
tumors of all things.  

Scott and I sat in my office this morning for several hours and mapped 
out a Ted talk that he will be giving. That's my sweet spot. I just love 
sitting down and when somebody has a ton of great information, but 
can't figure out how to organize it in such a way that people will be 
sitting on the edge of their seats, that's my sweet spot. I love doing 
that. Companies that come to us and have really great products and 
services, but they haven't positioned themselves well in the market, 
they're very confusing, I love taking all that information and, quite 
honestly, cutting 90 percent of it out so that it's actually compelling 
and understandable to an audience and looking at their marketing 
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collateral so it's very clear and that's just what I love doing. The fact 
that I get to do that for a living these days is pretty exciting. 

DANNY I have a question about who can use this framework. If you look at 
McDonald's. McDonald's has their secret sauce and it's a secret sauce 
because they keep it a secret. If they published the recipe, it wouldn't 
be a secret anymore, whereas if you look at what it takes to do the 
camera technology in an iPhone, Apple has decades worth of IP that 
leads into that, even if it was not a secret. Anyone could reverse 
engineer it. You can't rebuild. There's a no hound skill that is hard to 
reproduce. 

DON Right.   

DANNY Is the Story Brand framework like McDonald's secret sauce in that 
once you publish it and share it with other people they can take it and 
apply it or is it like your unique signature thing? It's a distillation of 
what you do, but it's your decades of experience and natural talents, 
the storyteller that brings it to life. 

DON 
 

I think the closest analogy that I could use to what the Story Brand 
framework is would be Six Sigma. Six Sigma is a manufacturing 
process that is widely used. In fact, there's a billion dollars on 
consulting every year, helping large companies figure out how to 
organize themselves based on this Six Sigma process. There's also lean 
manufacturing or something called Four DX, four disciplines of 
execution. It's basically you take a company and you say, okay, how do 
we organize our priorities and communicate that from the top, the C 
suite, all the way down. That's for manufacturing and getting things 
done. On the other side we have communication. The four Ps of 
business are people, products, processes, which is where 4 DX and Six 
Sigma come in, but I would add the fourth is positioning. How do we 
position our brand and our products. The Story Brand framework 
works as an operating system on how you communicate what you do. 
You follow this seven-part framework.  
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It's true that it's a framework that can be learned by just about 
anybody. We're developing processes on how to certify people so that 
are certified in what we call the SB7 framework so they can actually go 
into a company and help them create their messaging.  That said, once 
you learn the framework, it's a process that you can repeat again, again 
and again, but there's no shortage of clients who want to get better at 
understanding the framework, get better at implementing the 
framework and there's no shortage of clients who say can we run our 
messaging by you to make sure that it's the best it can possibly be. I'm 
not worried about in my opinion, the more people who understand 
and learn the framework, the more people who will believe in it, trust 
it and being to spread word about it.  

I'd love to see a company like GE or AIG or Apple say we run an SB7 
communication framework. I'd love to see presidential candidates 
who run an SB7 communication framework torch candidates who 
don't. I just think it's a superior form of messaging. What's exciting for 
me, Danny, in the marketplace is this doesn't exist. There is no 
communication framework that people are using. Business has not 
caught up to this yet. This is all blue ocean methodology. 

DANNY 
 

Can they take it and do it well? Some people are naturally great 
storytellers, right, and a lot of people aren't. Can they still use the 
framework? 

DON 
 

Yeah, I think we've had so many clients, hundreds come through the 
workshops now and they're re-branding themselves and they're 
getting it. It's not rocket science.  Now, there's some very linear 
thinkers who probably should be accountants and they're just not 
going to understand the framework, but that's a minority of folks. I'm 
actually amazed at how many blue collar business people can walk into 
the room and after two days be pretty fluent in story and understand 
what the story of their business actually is. That's the part that really 
exciting to me, ideas that are simple and easy to spread. I'm excited at 
how many people find this very accessible. 

DANNY I suppose that as much as we could say that hey, this is a brand new 
idea for people to learn, like you said, these story structures exist in 
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every movie we've even seen, every story we've ever read and we are 
wired to think in story. 

DON 
 

We are and then the process is reinforced every time you go to a movie 
or you turn on the television or you see a television commercial. 
Anybody goes to the Story Brand framework, they never go to the 
movie and have the same experience again. They never watch TV and 
have the same experience and as they watch advertising, they're 
constantly refining in their mind the Story Brand framework. What's 
really cool about is once you download this operating system into your 
brain, it's reinforced every day when you encounter stories. 

DANNY If this is so pervasive, this permeates everything that we absorb and 
learn and see and experience and that's been the case, like you said, 
for 2,000 years, since Plato, why has nobody come up with this yet? 

DON 
 

I think to be honest, they've come up with bits and pieces of it all over 
the place. If you study marketing, you see bits of the story process 
everywhere you go. I think they figured out well this part works, this 
part works, and it's kind of like a bunch of blind people feeling around 
saying well, I think this is a nose and this is an ear, but it really was a 
unique place for me to have written screenplays, have written books 
and to run a business and to step back and to say I think what 
everybody is really talking about here is story and I think this little 
tweak on story ... I'm amazed at how many business books I read about 
story that are written by people who know nothing about story, they 
know everything about business and then how many storytellers write 
business books and it obviously you know a lot about story, but you 
don't know anything about business.  

I think it took the combination of somebody who was wired to tell 
stories and study stories and who also daily had to wake up and make 
X amount of thousand dollars or lay somebody off to implement those 
tools. I think we're blessed to have been in the right place at the right 
time. Regardless, the process, it works and I'm just thankful that 
works. 
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DANNY What's your mission with this? This didn't have to be what you were 
doing, but you've chosen for this to be a significant focus of your time 
and attention and you're a guy who has a lot of good opportunities 
vying for your time and attention. What do you want this to turn into? 

DON 
 

I've been the guy who had an idea and had a product, if you will, a 
process that I wanted to spread and I would wake up every day and I 
just wasn't getting the orders that I wanted to get. People weren't 
registering for my conference, but I knew I was really helping people 
dramatically. Discovering this process and implementing changed all 
that for me. Orders began flooding in and so now I meet these business 
leaders who were where I was, right? They want people to buy their 
product, they've put their lives into it, maybe their father started the 
company or whatever or they're a mom who's trying to start a business 
on the side and they were where I was. It gives me great joy and delight 
and a sense of fulfillment to help those people go from good to great 
and all that we ever needed to tweak was their messaging. For me, it's 
a day by day journey of just feeling really great, helping really great 
people bring really great stuff into the world.  

I'm surprised at how fulfilling that is, but it's genuinely exciting. Of all 
the people who come through Story Brand, we never have an evil 
villain trying to take over the world. They're all just really good people 
doing really good things and so we've ended up building quite a little 
community of business leaders who've gone through the Story Brand 
process and now speak the language and can communicate with each 
other effectively and are seeing success. To me, it's an existential 
experience of real value in my life to run this company and I intend to 
run it for the next ten years and that's about as far out as I can see and 
I'm not sure what happens on the other side. 

DANNY Do you still watch movies or all movies are an end for you now? 

DON 
 

No, I probably go to at least one movie a week. I tend to walk out of 
about 50 percent of them because a lot of times I'm going to a movie 
in order to study the film itself and once I've figured it out ... Every 
movie is a puzzle and once I've figured it out, I tend to lose a little bit 
of interest. I still, especially if my wife is with me, because I tend to 

http://firepole.bz/itunes
http://firepole.bz/itunes
http://marketing.libsyn.com/rss


 

 

And if you're loving the podcast and you've got a moment to spare, we'd *really” 
 appreciate a short review and 5-star rating on iTunes (if you think we deserve it). 

 (if you think we deserve it). 
 

Subscribe via iTunes 
 

Subscribe via RSS 

Episode 13 

watch it through her eyes, I still get caught up in the story and stop 
studying it and wonder what's going to happen to the protagonist and 
is he going to be able to disarm the bomb. Stories are so powerful that 
studies have been shown that the rational part of your brain shuts 
down when you're in a story and you begin to truly vicariously live 
through the protagonist so that when they're about to drown or get 
eaten by the shark, you are also about to drown and get eaten by the 
shark. That's why you're gripping to the edge of your chair because 
your body thinks, to some degree, a much less degree, but your body 
thinks to some degree this is happening to you.  

Story is how you hijack a human brain, so I still get hijacked when I go 
to the movies and like everybody else I love the experience.   

DANNY That was Donald Miller teaching you how to craft a story that will be 
truly compelling to your audience. Remember the most important 
part, that your brand is not the hero, your customer is, so cast yourself 
as the guide that will support them in their journey. To learn more 
about Don's work, visit storybrand.com or if you want to know how to 
apply these ideas to your website, send a request email to 
website@storybrand.com. 

Voiceover We love hearing from you. Your feedback makes this podcast even 
better, so take a minute to rate us on iTunes and leave a review. 
Each week, we'll share what one of our reviewers has to say.  

DANNY Today's reviewer is prof31mommy who says what business can grow 
today without constantly thinking outside the box. The process can be 
fun, but daunting at times so it's so inspiring and comforting to hear 
from others who are doing it. I've only listened to one episode so far 
and I'm already hooked. How awesome to get a behind the scenes look 
into a successful entrepreneur's creative thinking. Thank you very 
much prof31mommy. It means so much to me and to my team that 
you're enjoying the podcast so much. I hope you enjoy every episode 
as much as the one you listened to. 
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And if you're loving the podcast and you've got a moment to spare, we'd *really” 
 appreciate a short review and 5-star rating on iTunes (if you think we deserve it). 

 (if you think we deserve it). 
 

Subscribe via iTunes 
 

Subscribe via RSS 

Episode 13 

Voiceover This has been Business Reimagined with Danny Iny. Join us next 
time as we talk with Tracy Matthews.   

TRACY MATTHEWS I was fairly confident at the time, but there was also this dichotomy of 
am I good enough. I think it's just like a natural inclination for creative 
people to kind of have that like, oh, well is this good enough. I honestly 
didn't think, oh, is my business going to fail when I started it. I think I 
was more scared about having enough money to live. That was kind of 
more my bigger thing. 

Voiceover Learn more about us at firepolemarketing.com. 
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