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			STORY OR DIE IS NOT A METAPHOR

			“Consciousness begins when brains gain the power—the simple power, I may add—of telling a story.”

			—ANTONIO DAMASIO, NEUROSCIENTIST

			

			Several years ago I was hired by a small school district in New Jersey to help its teachers incorporate story into how they taught writing. I’d like to say the superintendent brought me in because he knew that until you understand story, writing is an empty exercise. But that wasn’t why. I’d like to say he brought me in because he knew that understanding story is the foundation of critical thinking. Nope. Although he knew both to be true, the reason he brought me in was because their standardized test scores were low, and he thought if the students learned how to wield the power of story it might help boost their scores.

			I soon learned what I was up against. Testing was something every teacher detested, and forcing kids to memorize data for those tests was, across the board, their bane. In my first meeting with the staff, one frustrated 5th-grade teacher said that he spent months teaching kids things they’ll never, ever need to know because, hey, it’s on the test. Another said he flat out admits to the kids, “Listen, you’ll never use 90 percent of this in real life, and after the test you can forget it, but we gotta do it anyway.” At least he was honest, he said, so they could roll their eyes in unison at the thought of memorizing endless lists of quantifiable facts solely because they were going to be tested on them.

			Quantifiable is the key word—and therein lies a heartbreaking irony. We can test only for what is quantifiable, and so we learn to prize data above all else precisely because it is quantifiable. Retaining it gets us high marks on tests, trumpeting to the world that we’re smart. Which in turn sends a clear message: the ability to memorize data is the hallmark of intelligence.

			In reality, the ability to memorize data is far less a hallmark of intelligence than something much more foundational to our success as a species, and that’s the ability to make ourselves understood. What’s worse, our false belief in the power of facts is precisely what keeps so many of us from being heard.

			It was a lesson brought home to me when I went into one of the school’s 7th-grade English classes to help a group of twelve-year-olds experience for themselves the power of story versus facts. I had the perfect example, because my visit happened to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary of Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1964 War on Poverty and the Wall Street Journal had published competing editorials on the subject penned by two members of Congress: a congressman and a senator, one a Republican, the other a Democrat.

			The editorials ran side by side, and they were very different. I’m not talking about their ideological differences (because duh), but the difference in how they were presented.

			The kids gathered around, sitting on the floor, ready to listen as I read the opening few paragraphs of each editorial. The first one began:

			“In my three months as a senator, I have already seen firsthand that partisan debates in Washington can distract us from uniting around common-sense actions to address our most urgent needs.”

			It went on, with abstractions and statistics like: “I’m happy to hear more people talking about poverty. But we can’t fall prey to the debilitating simplicities of our seemingly binary political world.”

			And continued with (feel free to skim):

			“Data, not stultifying political or ideological rhetoric, must drive our agenda. So let’s be clear on the facts. The federal government’s half-century of effort has slashed poverty among seniors from 35% in 1960 to 9% in 2011; it has brought so-called ‘deep poverty’ (those living 50% below the poverty line) down to 5.3%; and it has cut overall poverty by a third, when you factor in tax credits and other payments, according to a recent report by the Council of Economic Advisers.”

			As I watched the kids’ body language, it was clear they were trying to listen. After all, I was a guest in their class, and they wanted to be polite. But the glazed look in their eyes said, “Huh?”

			Then I read from the second editorial, which began:

			“One day at Pulaski High School in Milwaukee, a fight broke out between two students. The staff separated them, but one of the students, a young woman named Marianna, refused to relent.”

			Suddenly, the kids were leaning in. That glazed look was gone. The story went on:

			“Then a call went out over the school radio for ‘Lulu’ to respond…Once she arrived, Lulu quickly defused the situation…Of all the people at Pulaski High—all the teachers and administrators—only one person got through to Marianna that day, and it was Lulu. ‘Lulu’ is Mrs. Louisa, one of five youth advisers in Pulaski High’s Violence-Free Zone program. Most of them are recent alumni who grew up in the inner city, and they have the scars to prove it. They’ve been part of gangs. They’ve seen violence firsthand. But they don’t have education degrees or state certification. They have something more important: credibility. The youth advisers understand what the students are going through because they’ve had the same struggles.”

			When I finished reading, I asked the students: “Which editorial got your attention?”

			The verdict was unanimous—it was the second one, the story.

			But when I asked, “Which one did you think was better?”, the answer surprised me.

			It was the first one.

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Because,” one student said, “that writer was much smarter.”

			“Okay,” I said, “but do any of you know what the writer was trying to say?”

			They blinked. The whole class shook their heads.

			“Do you remember anything that writer said?”

			Again, almost sheepishly, all heads shook. One kid piped up, “But he sure was smart!”

			And therein lies the problem: facts, charts, and data make us look smart, and they make us feel smart, but alone they don’t get our point across, nor do they make what we’re saying memorable. Which means they’re pretty much useless when it comes to helping us accomplish the thing that really does make us smart: the ability to communicate clearly, in a way that engages, persuades, and inspires.

			It’s something we all want. We long to be understood, to be heard, to have an effect on the world. As we’ll see, it’s built into our DNA.

			Unfortunately, the one thing missing from our genetic operating manual is a set of instructions on how to actually get our point across, and so we do what we’ve done since the dawn of language: we explain it. In detail. Often using analytical arguments, charts, graphs, statistics, and lots of intricate supporting data that tend to be more sleep-inducing than a handful of Ambien and a cup of warm cocoa. Your audience tunes out, turns away, and starts checking their phones or thinking about what they’re going to have for lunch. Suddenly what you wanted them to know, think about, or do has become background noise.

			Maddening, isn’t it?

			Like those seventh-graders, they’re not ignoring you on purpose. Chances are they have been trying to pay attention, but no matter how hard they do, their minds keep wandering off, like curious dogs on one of those extendable leashes.

			Before you begin beating yourself up, there’s something you should know: It’s not your fault, either. No doubt, just like that really smart senator, you did a bang-up job of passionately presenting the facts, data, and statistics; your reasoning, your PowerPoint slides, and your cost-benefit analysis were all spot-on. Your audience tuned out because that’s not how we’re wired to take in information, especially information aimed at motivating us to do something we’re not already doing.

			In other words, just like him, you were doomed from the start.

			Throw facts at us, we duck. Personify those same facts in a story, we lean in. Not by choice but because we’re biologically helpless against an effective story. That may sound like hyperbole, but it’s not. As behavioral scientist Dr. Jennifer Aaker points out, we are twenty-two times more likely to remember something we learned in a story over something someone explained to us. Understanding why that’s true is the key to harnessing the power of story and, ultimately, is what will allow you to zero in on how your audience processes everything you say.
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			That’s why in this chapter we’ll explore how we’re hardwired to absorb information, how we make sense of it, and how we decide what to do as a result. Given that—unbeknownst to us—almost all the info we encounter is evaluated behind the scenes by our cognitive unconscious. From there we’ll dive into why we’re so blind to the power of story, neatly debunking the myth of objectivity, along with the notion that the purpose of story is to entertain. Finally, we’ll delve into the evolutionary purpose of story, which is just as crucial now as it was when our survival depended on belonging to a small, tight-knit tribe. Which, in many ways, it still does.

			The Unsung Glories of the Unconscious Brain

			I remember hearing once, years ago, that there was more information in a single Sunday New York Times than you learned over the course of your entire life during the Middle Ages. Right now even that feels quaint, so old timey, so analog. These days, information doesn’t wait for us to retrieve it from our doorstep and leaf through it at our leisure. Thanks to the internet, info is flung at us nonstop, from all sides. It can feel like a barrage, especially since the bulk of it is no longer curated, so not only is there exponentially more of it, but you often have no way of knowing the real agenda of the fact-thrower.

			Even more chilling: What comes at you over the internet is only a light sprinkle compared to the amount of real-world data that bombards your five senses every second. That number, as I pointed out in my first book, Wired for Story, is 11,000,000 bits of data. Try soaking that in: 11,000,000 bits of data coming at you every second. I know, it doesn’t sound possible. Imagine if you had to make sense of all those facts. Or if you had to consciously oversee every decision you make every day, given that it’s estimated we each make approximately 35,000 choices daily, 226 on food alone. No wonder it’s so hard to figure out what to have for dinner.

			The good news is that of those 35,000 daily decisions, only about 70 of them require our conscious deliberation. And I’m convinced the bulk of those 70 decisions are things like “Should I wear the yellow socks or the green ones?” In other words, unless you manufacture yellow socks, it doesn’t really matter. And those 11,000,000 bits of data hitting our senses? Our brain has the capacity to be tangentially aware of no more than about 40 choice bits of them at a time. When it comes to actually focusing on them, the number plunges into single digits.

			So, given that we’ve gone from 11,000,000 down to, say, 4, those few things we focus on must be pretty important. And they are. To us, that is. The finely tuned filter that your brain uses to screen every fact lobbed at you is quite simple: Is it relevant to me at this moment? Will it affect me in some way? Do I need to pay attention to it? Because if not, your brain has 10,999,999 other bits of info to sift through, lest something super important sneak in under the radar and punch you square in the nose.

			That radar is what neuroscientists call our cognitive unconscious. Imagine it as a tireless champion constantly watching over you, trying to keep track of what matters and what doesn’t, and keeping you informed. This, of course, flies in the face of what common sense tells us: that our conscious brain makes these calls. After all, we make conscious decisions all day long. It’s something we take pride in, and rightly so. Trouble is, the thinking part of your brain—the part that mulls over those four things your cognitive unconscious yanked out of the millions of irrelevancies vying for your attention—is very, very slow. It takes a surprising amount of concentration, stamina, and energy to make even the simplest decision. As Yuval Noah Harari points out in his book Sapiens, your brain is a mere 2 percent of your body weight, yet when you concentrate, it consumes 25 percent of your energy. In fact, thinking hard actually burns calories—clearly not enough calories, but still.

			Your thinking brain is there to figure out how to handle things that your cognitive unconscious doesn’t automatically know the answer to, like whether the thirty-year fixed rate mortgage will cost you more in the long-term than the fifteen-year floating rate. Or, in eons past, figuring out where to hide so the hungry lion wouldn’t find you, and once said lion has galloped past, how to band together with other humans to turn the tables on all such predators.

			This is no small feat and is often touted as our crowning achievement. The ability to reason, to ponder, to wonder, to analyze is rather glorious, and we couldn’t be having this conversation if we didn’t have the capacity to think about things. The problem is, we tend to believe that our thinking brain does the work all on its own, starting from scratch, and that is simply not the case. While what our thinking brain does is crucial, almost all of the heavy lifting is carried out backstage, in the dark, where we aren’t aware of it. Without the unsung vigilance of our ever-present cognitive unconscious, staying alive would be a far dicier proposition.

			For instance, imagine you’re driving home from work, you round a bend and up ahead you see a wall of red taillights. If you had to rely on your thinking brain to reason it out, you’d think: Hmmm, red lights. Probably means those cars have slowed down. No wait, upon further empirical observation, I realize that they’ve stopped, and, gee, I’m going pretty fast. I guess I better put my foot on the… and by then you’d be impaled in the backseat of the car in front of you. But that would never happen because your cognitive unconscious has your back. In fact, if sometimes it feels as if your foot is stomping on the brake before your conscious mind has registered those red taillights, you’re right. Neuroscience has discovered that our cognitive unconscious often takes control and makes the first move. That’s because it evolved with one goal: to keep us alive and breathing with our sense of self happily intact. Without its ability to zero in on what matters and totally ignore the endless tsunami of irrelevant facts, figures, and data that surround us, we would have long since drowned in TMI while our conscious mind was furiously playing catch up.

			Similarly, unless you know why your call to action—that change you’re asking someone to make—matters to your audience, your beautifully orchestrated pitch is going to be swept away by that same tsunami, where it will be swallowed by an ocean of unnoticed flotsam, jetsam, discarded facts, and bobbing plastic containers.

			But before you can figure out exactly what matters to your audience (something we will do in Part Two), the question is: how do they know what matters to them? How do we? If our cognitive unconscious is always one step ahead of us, trying to make sure we get what we want, how does it know what that even is? The answer is simple. It knows our story, inside and out.

			What Matters?

			It turns out story far predates written language and evolved as an essential survival tool long before it was misclassified as “fiction” and seen as the purview of novels, movies, binge-worthy streaming video, and well-told lies. We didn’t invent story; we discovered it. It was already there because it is the lens through which our brain analyzes everything. That’s why in the beginning, story had nothing to do with fiction. Instead, it started as our go-to way of evaluating the meaning of everything we encountered based on one question: How is this going to affect me, given my agenda?

			In the beginning that agenda was humble: physical survival. These days, there’s a bit more to it than that. Sure, we still want to live to see the dawn, but in a nice house, with a loving family, a good job, and maybe a little money in the bank.

			We are the protagonist in our own life story, and we assess everything we encounter—whether physical, conceptual, or social—based on the effect it will have on us. It’s like the pre-flight announcement to “put your oxygen mask on first, before helping those around you.” After all, if you can’t breathe, what good are you to anyone else? You have to come first; evolution wouldn’t have it any other way.

			Our survival is a mission our cognitive unconscious never deviates from. It is loyal to us to the death. That’s why in any given situation the metric it uses to determine the meaning of what’s happening is: Will this help me or hurt me?

			We need its help because the facts we encounter, in and of themselves, are neutral. For instance, if I told you that it’s pouring rain, would it mean anything to you? I’m guessing not much, other than, “Damn, I knew I should have brought my umbrella.” Unless, that is, you’re a farmer in the midst of an epic three-year-drought who is about to lose land that’s been in your family for generations. Then you might be out there singing and dancing in that rain. But if it’s the day of your beloved son’s elaborate, long-awaited outdoor wedding, you might be curled up inside, sobbing.

			Then again, that farmer might be the one who’s sobbing. Hell, maybe she never wanted to be a farmer in the first place, and the drought was about to force her stodgy family to finally sell the farm. And as for the father of the groom, he might have thought his son was making a big mistake, so he’s secretly delighted it’s pouring, hoping it will give the lad an eleventh-hour chance to come to his senses.

			One fact: rain. Five completely different meanings—each one dependent not on the downpour itself but on how it will hurt or help the protagonist, given what they want. As you can see, meaning is subjective and always determined by context. Story is what provides that context, whether it’s the story we tell ourselves or a story someone else spins.

			When you have no idea how or why or even if something will affect you, it becomes one of those 10,999,960 facts your cognitive unconscious filters out, along with algebra and the periodic table they told you it was so important to memorize back in high school. Without a context to give a fact relevance, that fact has no emotional resonance, and therefore no meaning.

			That’s why the secret to getting your point across, to feeling heard and understood—and, let’s admit it, powerful—is first to understand why story rules our life, and then tap into its unparalleled transformative power of persuasion.

			So why aren’t we doing that already? There are two main reasons.

			The Objectivity Myth

			The first reason we overlook the power of story is because, although we think in narrative, we don’t tend to perceive it as such. Instead, we believe that we’re seeing things “objectively”—that is, the way anyone would (well, anyone as sane, smart, and savvy as we are)—rather than “subjectively,” as defined by what our very specific life has primed us to see. That’s why what sometimes appears to you as a clear-cut, illuminating fact that demands instant action might leave someone else scratching their head and wondering what on earth you’re talking about. While this might sound obvious in the abstract, out there in the field it’s easy to forget. It’s like the old joke David Foster Wallace tells in This Is Water: An older fish asks two young fish, “How’s the water?” and as she swims away, one young fish turns to the other and says, “What the hell is water?”

			Our subjective story is the water we’re swimming in. It’s only by understanding exactly how and why your personal narrative colors everything you see that you can make your point irresistibly relevant to someone else’s story.

			So far we’ve been talking about our own personal “inside” story, but there’s another facet of story that we misunderstand. While story is how we’re wired to make strategic sense of everything that has happened to us from the second we’re born up to right this very minute, story is also what we use to anticipate what might happen to us in the future, catapulting us into a world that is often affectionately dubbed—and thus dismissed—as “make-believe.”

			This brings us to the second reason we’re unaware of story’s overwhelming power. Story comes wrapped in a cloak of entertainment, obscuring the serious muscle beneath the flash and dazzle of a good time.

			Now That’s Entertainment!

			Given how potent story is when it comes to changing how we see things, you’d think we’d recognize its power. Instead, that power has been hiding in plain sight since the dawn of time. We’ve had advanced societies that didn’t have the wheel, indoor plumbing, or shoes, but story is a human universal—which should have tipped us off there was more to it than just a great way to spend a Saturday night.

			The reason we tend to believe the whole point of a story is escapism is because it feels so incredibly good to get lost in one. We come home after a hard day at work, of doing real things in the real world, and what do we do? We turn on the TV, start watching a movie, or pick up a novel because we want to veg out and leave the trials and tribulations of reality behind. It’s our well-earned reward for doing something that matters in the rough-and-tumble world.

			And story obliges. Getting caught up in a story presses the pause button and puts all our nattering concerns on hold. That’s why it’s so easy to see it as mere entertainment. Sure, we think, our lives would be far duller without all those stories, but we would have survived just fine, because let’s face it, story is just mind candy. I mean, it’s not like it serves an actual purpose or anything.

			This couldn’t be further from the truth.

			As I pointed out in Wired for Story, story was more crucial to our evolution than our much touted—and admittedly beloved—opposable thumbs. All our thumbs do is let us hang on. Story tells us what to hang on to.

			Think of story as the world’s first virtual reality, minus the geeky visor. Without story, all we would ever be aware of is what’s happening right now, in the moment. We wouldn’t even know there was a tomorrow, let alone be able to speculate on what dangers or delights might be lurking there. How could we, because without stories we wouldn’t have a past either, so how would we know what’s dangerous or delightful anyway? We’d not only get in a whole peck of trouble, we wouldn’t have survived long enough as a species to have a story to tell.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				STORY TOOL

				Story was more crucial to our evolution than opposable thumbs. All our thumbs do is let us hang on. Story tells us what to hang on to.

			

			

			Stories are simulations that allow us—from the safety of our own cave or La-Z-Boy recliner—to try out difficult situations we haven’t yet had to face, as well as imagine enticing possibilities we aren’t sure are worth the risk. Our goal? To see what it would feel like and what we would need to learn in order to survive.

			Like, I see some red berries over there. They look delicious, and I’m starving. And did I mention it’s the Stone Age, so I can’t go to the market, buy a frozen burrito, take it home, and nuke it? But I heard this story about the Neanderthal next door who chowed down on a handful of those berries. They said she was foaming at the mouth and writhing on the ground before she died. I mean, she died, and that should be enough, but it also sounded really painful. So I guess I’ll forgo the berries and make do with a couple of cold, stale beetles and live to see the dawn.

			In other words, story was so seminal, so crucial to our survival that nature saw to it that it was enjoyable so we would pay attention and not eat the red berries. Story feels good for the same reason food tastes good and sex feels good, because without it we couldn’t survive. And that great feeling we get when we’re lost in a story? It’s not ephemeral, it’s not arbitrary, and it’s not pleasure for pleasure’s sake. It’s the biological hook, the lure that paralyzes us, making the real world go away so we can fully experience the world of the story. That feeling is a surge of the neurotransmitter dopamine, triggered by the intense curiosity an effective story instantly engenders. It’s your brain’s way of rewarding you for following your curiosity and finding out how the story ends, because you just might learn something you need to know.

			And to make sure we don’t slither out of a story’s grasp before that happens—and eat the damn red berries anyway—story instantly activates two other neurotransmitters: cortisol, triggered by the anxiety we feel for the story’s protagonist (Don’t eat the berries; if you do, you’ll croak!) and oxytocin, which makes us care about them (I don’t want you to croak. Please, eat the beetles instead.).

			Story is a survival mechanism, and clearly a crucial one, evolutionarily speaking. Because back in the day, your brain was taking quite a risk by slipping out of the real world and getting lost in a story. Today the worst thing that can happen if you get sucked into a riveting story until the wee hours is that you’re tired and a little cranky in the morning (although, getting caught up reading the latest tweet storm on your phone while crossing the street can indeed be deadly). But in the Stone Age, getting distracted anywhere, at any time, was inherently dangerous. That means that the benefit of succumbing to story had to be pretty powerful.

			It was. The inside information stories provided often meant the difference between life and death.

			I Pledge Allegiance to My Tribe and the Story for Which It Stands

			We’re wired to come to every story we encounter—from whispers at the water cooler and snippets overheard in the lunchroom, to gossip, rumors, and Sunday morning sermons—asking one unconscious question: What am I going to learn here that will help me make it through the night? What will I learn that will help me survive in the physical world and, more importantly, what will I learn that will help me survive the social world? Without a close-knit social world—a tribe—we would still be somewhere in the middle of nature’s pecking order, rather than top dog.

			Our need to belong, to be part of a group, is just as biologically driven as our need for food, water, and oxygen. Sure, once we’d pretty much gotten the hang of the basic physical world—we knew better than to walk off a cliff, and we had a rudimentary understanding of where we stood on the food chain—evolution could have called it a day. But if we were going to master the world, there was no escaping the fact that we would have to band together. That meant we needed to learn how to do what we’ve all been advised to do since kindergarten: work well with others.

			In order to accommodate that change, our brain had its last big growth spurt about 100,000 years ago, when the innate need to be part of a group was built into our neural wiring. This, as neuroscientist Matthew D. Lieberman astutely points out in his book Social, is the opposite of what we tend to believe about the brain: “Most of us have been taught that our big brains evolved to enable us to do abstract reasoning.…But increasing evidence suggests that one of the primary drivers behind our brains becoming enlarged was to facilitate our social cognitive skills—our ability to interact and get along well with others. All these years we have assumed the smartest among us have particularly strong analytical skills. But from an evolutionary perspective, perhaps the smartest among us are those with the best social skills.”

			It was our ability to work together to figure out how to use our analytic skills to accomplish future goals, like living to see the dawn, that catapulted us to the top of the food chain. Indeed, according to Yuval Noah Harari, “Evolution thus favored those capable of forming strong social ties.” Neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga echoes that in his book Human: “We are social to the core. There is no way around the fact. Our big brains are there primarily to deal with social matters, not to see, to feel, or to cogitate about the second law of thermodynamics.”

			As we’ll see throughout this book, social intelligence—often mistakenly marginalized as a “soft skill”—is precisely what stories impart, and why they are so potent. We rip through every story we hear, hunting for insight into what other people might be thinking, feeling, believing—regardless of what they say out loud. Which brings us to the most potent truth of all: We don’t turn to story to escape reality; we turn to story to navigate reality. And there’s no escaping the fact that much of our reality is shaped by other people, all of whom have their own story.
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			But until recently—evolutionarily speaking that is—our stories weren’t all that different. They couldn’t be. Because up until about ten thousand years ago, the world we lived in was pretty much of the what-you-see-is-what-you-get variety. Everything happened in real time, and we lived in groups that, according to evolutionary psychologist Robin Dunbar, didn’t exceed 150 people, even on holidays.

			Those 150 people were our tribe, and our day-to-day physical survival meant working with them in lifelong, tight-knit social groups, where what we did was constantly on view, making lying about it a rather risky venture. Surely someone had seen what really happened and would gleefully waste no time letting everyone else know—the prehistoric equivalent of a viral video. That’s how gossip—yep, more stories—was born.

			In fact, while we’ve given gossip a negative rap, scientists believe it served a crucial evolutionary purpose, keeping members of those early societies accountable. They had to be because the tribe shared a single, basic objective: live to see tomorrow. Their goals were clear, concrete, and immediate: hunt or starve, find water or die of thirst, avoid predators or be flayed. To achieve those goals, they had to work together. If someone didn’t pull their weight, the consequence of their deception was not only obvious, it could have a dire effect on the entire tribe. Being found out meant being ostracized—a deadly price to pay.

			Then as now, the intense fear of social pain can keep us from deviating from our tribe’s belief system. Says Naomi Eisenberger, director of UCLA’s Social and Affective Neuroscience Laboratory, “The significance of social pain goes back to evolution. Throughout history, we depended on other people for survival: they nurtured us, helped to gather food, and provided protection against predators and enemy tribes. Social relationships literally kept us alive. Perhaps, then, just like physical pain, the pain of rejection evolved as a signal of threat to our lives. And perhaps nature, taking a clever shortcut, simply ‘borrowed’ the existing mechanism for physical pain instead of creating a new one from scratch, which is how broken bones and broken hearts ended up so intimately interconnected in our brains.”

			Because of our innate impulse to remain true to our tribe, a request that asks us to act in opposition to our tribe’s beliefs comes across as a threat. It doesn’t matter a whit if everything you say is totally, completely fact-based—as far as we’re concerned, what you’ve really said is: “Put up your dukes.”

			However, when a story tailored to your audience’s worldview makes the same point, it can not only spur the change you’re hoping for, but inspire them to champion your cause to their entire tribe.

			
				THE TAKEAWAYS

				

				The brain has ground rules for what info it will allow us to pay attention to, let alone retain. Story, however, comes equipped with an evergreen backstage pass, the better to whisk that info into our long-term memory. That’s why, when you begin creating your story later in this book, it pays to remember that:

				
						
						Every second so much info is lobbed at us that our brain filters out everything that isn’t relevant to us. Enter our cognitive unconscious, the gatekeeper standing guard, blocking data it deems unnecessary for our survival.

					

						
						We approach everything asking one question: Given my agenda, will this help me, or will it hurt me? If the answer is neither, it’s white noise.

					

						
						Story is a survival mechanism, allowing us to make sense of both the past and the present, and so envision the future in order to plan for the dangers and delights that await us. Story is thus the language of the brain.

					

						
						Increasing evidence reveals that our brain didn’t evolve so we’d get better at abstract reasoning, but so that we could better read other people. Our goal? To further bond with our tribe, without doing something stupid, lest we risk getting put on a permanent time-out.
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			FORGET THE FACTS

			“A wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.”

			—HERBERT SIMON, WINNER OF THE NOBEL MEMORIAL PRIZE IN ECONOMIC SCIENCES

			

			Facts feel comforting because they seem sturdy, unemotional, impartial, perfectly logical, the very definition of something we can count on. Facts, after all, are objective, which the dictionary defines as “not dependent on the mind for existence; actual.” In other words: the indisputable rock-solid truth. Unfortunately, there always seems to be some soft, squishy bit involved, and that’s what the fact actually means to us.

			
					
					FACT: The Earth’s atmosphere is warming. (Sure, but humans aren’t causing it.)

				

					
					FACT: Human beings landed on the moon. (Yeah, right. You actually believe that movie-set footage?)

				

					
					FACT: Eating a healthy diet, not smoking, and getting enough exercise is the key to a long life. (What about my granddad? He drank like a fish, smoked like chimney, subsisted on bologna, and lived to be 105.)

				

			

			As we touched on in the last chapter, what we don’t tend to realize is that we—and everyone else—view “objective” through our own subjective lens, our own personal narrative. And so while the fact itself may not depend on our mind for its existence, the meaning of the fact sure does. The ferocity of political debate makes it abundantly clear that each of us sees a very different so-called objective reality. But since our biology blinds us to our own subjectivity—it’s the water we swim in—when we smack up against someone who disagrees with our interpretation of the facts, we sagely think: If only I could get them to understand what’s really happening here, we’d all agree. So I’ll just explain it to them one more time. That is, if we don’t get so mad we storm off in a reassuring cloud of righteous indignation. I know I’ve done that more times than I’d care to admit.

			But guess what? Since the facts mean something entirely different to them, they think we’re the blind one.

			The good news is that they are listening to you. The bad news is they’re listening in order to frame their counterargument so, when you stop talking, they can explain it to you. Take a deep breath, because here’s the thing: they’re not doing it because they’re obstinate—in fact, chances are, they’re not even aware they’re doing it. Blame it on their neural wiring.

			Once we believe something, we don’t think it’s a belief. We think it’s a fact—one that everyone else can see, if they’d only open their damn eyes. That’s why you can’t fight facts with facts. It’s not the facts themselves that are the problem, it’s the subjective meaning your audience reads into the facts that keeps them from hearing what you’re really saying. And, as hard as it may be to hear, vice versa.

			That’s why before you can begin to create the story that will change how your audience sees the world, you need to first understand where on earth that subjective meaning comes from if not from hard, cold facts. Otherwise you run the risk of inadvertently doing exactly what we’re talking about here: mistaking the meaning that you read into facts as objective rather than subjective.

			Thus in this chapter, we’ll explore what studies have uncovered about exactly how we’re wired to resist anyone who tries to challenge our beliefs. We’ll explore the science behind why it is that facts give the reassuring illusion of objectivity, which in turn causes us to misread their power. We’ll also see how story transforms facts into something we automatically absorb into our own belief system, often without being aware of it.

			But first, we need to understand the truth about how we respond to facts—in their “factual” form.

			The Facts About Facts

			Our brain has neatly categorized facts into four distinct groups:

			
					
					NEUTRAL FACTS: These are facts that, as far as we can see, have no current relevance to us, which we are wired to deftly ignore. (Bubble gum contains rubber; Howdy Doody had forty-eight freckles.)

				

					
					WARNING FACTS: These facts represent something that’s clearly about to harm us, whether literally (Lion—run!), or socially (If mom finds out you wrecked the car, you’ll be grounded for life!).

				

					
					VALIDATING FACTS: These facts support something we already believe (I knew chocolate is actually good for you).

				

					
					CONFLICTING FACTS: These facts directly oppose what we know to be true (What do you mean the Earth is round? Whose Kool-Aid have you been drinking?).

				

			

			It’s reactions like that last one that cause us sane people to earnestly marshal all the salient facts and figures to prove, once and for all, that the world is not flat—facts that validate what we think is true (In this case, we’re right. Right?). And, it’s those same facts and figures that Flat Earthers then go to passionate lengths to prove utterly false—never once giving a moment’s thought as to whether or not we might actually have a point. The result? We walk away feeling that we’ve neatly debunked their ridiculous notion, completely unaware that the only thing we’ve convinced them of is that we are, indeed, tragically misinformed.

			Using facts to try to change someone’s mind about something they fervently believe at best leads to misunderstandings, at worst to fisticuffs—because as we’ll see in the next chapter, facts that counter our most deeply held beliefs instantly trigger anger, hence the phrase “those are fighting words.” Fighting words they may be; not because of the incendiary nature of the facts themselves, but because of the narrative your audience spins around them. These are the facts you most want to avoid, whether straight up, or in your story.

			Neutral facts don’t fare much better. They might be completely, objectively, no-doubt-about-it true, but they will have no actual effect on us. Consider the fact that it’s 238,900 miles from the Earth to the moon, or that the first recorded use of amber as a color name in English was in 1500, or…Hey, wake up! I’m talking to you!

			If you dozed off, it’s because your brain put its foot down and asked a very logical question: Why should I care? And it isn’t a flip question. As neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga says, “Every decision is funneled through the approach-or-withdraw mode in the brain: Is it safe or not?” And here’s the fine print: not just safe in general but safe given our specific agenda.

			Keeping ourselves safe is a demanding job, leaving us no time for abstract, conceptual, or neutral facts, regardless of how important someone else (even you) may believe those facts to be. Plus, think about what you’re being asked to do when someone gives you a fact: think about it, decide what it means, then put it into a context and tell yourself a story about it so you can figure out if, and why, it matters to you at all. That sounds like a lot of (unpaid) work. And as neuroscientist Paul Zak points out in Cerebrum, “Attention is a scarce neural resource because it is metabolically costly to a brain that needs to conserve resources.” Our attention is reserved for things that do matter to us, and we’d be fools to waste it on anything else.

			You know what that means? All that trouble you got into for not paying attention in middle school, it wasn’t you—it wasn’t even a choice—it was your brain’s fault. Because here’s the thing: Even when you try to pay attention to something that feels totally irrelevant—like memorizing every American president from George Washington until now (with bonus points for including Chester A. Arthur)—it’s only when the teacher calls on you that you realize what you’re actually focused on is wondering how much longer until lunch. You know, something that does matter, especially on pizza day.

			And yet, from elementary school on, we’re presented with facts as if, because they’re objectively true, they will matter to us. They may very well have a major impact on us if we don’t take immediate action, but without a story to put them into context, how would we know?

			It’s a problem I’ve experienced firsthand. Years ago, I gave a talk on the power of story to a group from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) that was responsible for writing the scripts for their educational installation, Science On a Sphere. According to their website, it’s “a room-sized, global display system that uses computers and video projectors to display planetary data onto a six-foot-diameter sphere, analogous to a giant animated globe.” Can you picture that? (Me neither
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