
1. Interpretation that does not somehow relate what is being displayed or described
to something within the personality or experience of the visitor will be sterile.
Interpretation should be personal to the audience.

2. Information, as such, is not interpretation. Interpretation is revelation based upon
information. Successful interpretation must do more than present facts.

3. Interpretation is an art, which combines many arts. Any art is in some degree teachable.

4. The chief aim of interpretation is not instruction, but provocation. Interpretation
should stimulate people into a form of action.

5. Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part. Interpretation is
conceptual and should explain the relationships between things.

6. Interpretation addressed to children should not be a dilution of the presentation to
adults, but should follow a fundamentally different approach. Different age groups have
different needs and require different interpretive programs.

Tilden, F. 1977. Interpreting Our Heritage. 3rd Chapel edition. Hill: The University of 
North Carolina Press.

TELLING COMPELLING

Compelling Stories
by Ian Johnson

Freeman Tilden is considered the father of the profession of interpretation. After working 
as a newspaper reporter, a playwright, and a non-fiction author, he worked with the 
National Park Service analysing interpretation within various parks.

Tilden travelled for years observing guided tours, talks, and other types of interpretation. 
In 1957 he wrote Interpreting Our Heritage, the first book to define interpretation as a 
profession.

Tilden’s Six Principles of Interpretation:



Introduction

While what follows includes some tips and hints of the trade, it is not a ‘how to’ 
manual for interpreters/storytellers/lecturers/guides or science communicators 
(I believe these titles are interchangeable; make the choice you are most 
comfortable with). It is, as highlighted on the previous page (4.), a provocation 
to think about our craft through the eyes of our Guests. A grab bag of ideas, 
philosophies, psychology, biology, quotes and anecdotes, from which we might: 
Have our guests to love what we love just as much as we do, have our passion 
matter as much to them.

Ian J

Reflective Exercise

Take five minutes to think about a favourite story (or 2). It might be a book, a movie, a television 
series, a personal anecdote or the lyrics of a song.

As you reflect, think about the following:

1. Why that story?

2. How did it make you feel?

3. What was the point of the story? 

...PAUSE...hold those thoughts about your story and let’s see if we can dig into a bit of the how and why 
of compelling stories.

What is a Story?

A Story is a series of events resulting from conflict, tension and 
character that have a compelling sense of momentum and carry the 
Guest toward the conclusion.

A story is about how WE change  
and what WE overcome.

As a Polar Guide and Interpreter ‘transmitting information’ is not 
enough. It is our responsibility to communicate in such a way that 
‘understanding is transferred’, it is not the receivers (Guest, 
colleague, crew member) responsibility to work out what we 
mean.

For our communication to be effective the receiver needs to engage with us willingly. They will do that when 
they feel safe and secure, have faith in our competence (Expert power), identify with and perceive us as 
someone worthy of their respect (Referent power), see us as being authentic and open, and trust that we have 
their best interests at heart.

Opposable thumbs allowed us to hold on. Story told 
us what to hold on to.

Lisa Cron



Storytelling is Central to 
Memory

Research undertaken by Jennifer Aaker, Professor of 
marketing at Stanford Graduate School of Business 
concluded that, “Stories are remembered up to 22 
times more than facts alone.”.

“Tell me a fact and I’ll learn.  
  Tell me truth and I’ll believe. 
  But tell me a story and it will  
  live in my heart forever.”

(Unattributed American Indian Quote)

Stories Switch our Biology On

Good stories switch our biology on, allow our 
guests to bond over a ‘shared’  experience and are 
scientifically proven to engage the listener. They 
cause our brain to release: 

• DOPAMINE (the drive system/page turner 
– wanting, pursuing, achieving, progressing, 
focused)

• ADRENALINE & CORTISOL (the threat detection 
& protection system – anxiety, anger, disgust, 
alert), and 

• OXYTOCIN (the soothing & bonding system 
– contentment, safety, cared for, trust, all the 
unicorns and rainbows). 

This cocktail of chemicals makes us more alert and 
more connected to the places, people and things 
we are interpreting. They help us see things from 
different perspectives. 

Before our important and meaningful stories get to 
play with our chemistry sets in the way we intend, 
we need to engage our guests cerebral-cortex, 
more specifically the pre-frontal cortex, the bit 
embroiled in planning, complex cognitive behaviour, 
personality expression, decision making, and 
moderating social behaviour. And the latest and the 
last to develop. 

As opposed to what? In a nutshell – the more 
primitive parts - the brain stem and mid-brain, 
the bits in control of the innate and automatic, 
self-preserving behaviour patterns ensuring 
ours and the species survival. And our Limbic 
system, implicated in motivation and emotion and 
wherein sits the amygdala, shown to control our 
instantaneous emotional responses and therefore 
responsible for many of our judgments, such 
as discerning between good and bad, safe and 
threatening, friend and foe.

How Storytelling meets our 
Objectives
• Helping interpret our unique cultural, social, 

historical or natural landscapes.

• Connecting Guests with new people and places.

• Entertaining, amusing, challenging and inspiring.

• Holding our Guests attention and keeping them 
engaged.

• Making our Guests care about what we are 
showing them.

• Facilitating memorable and transformative 
experiences.

Steve Lovegrove/Shutterstock.com



“I think of myself as the rider on the 
back of an elephant. I’m holding the 
reins in my hands, and by pulling 
one way or the other I can tell the 
elephant to turn, to stop, or to go. 
I can direct things, but only when 
the elephant doesn’t have desires of 
his own. When the elephant really 
wants to do something, I’m no 
match for him.”

The Happiness Hypothesis:  
Finding Modern Truth in Ancient Wisdom. 

Jonathan Haidt

The question we should be thinking about is: How can our stories encourage our guests to put the rider in 
charge, and not the elephant? Because here’s what else we now know – when we tell them they’re on the wrong 
team, hanging out with the wrong crowd, the elephant charges! And all the pre-fontal cortex is capable of doing 
from that point is rationalizing the decision to charge and telling them why they made the right decision! 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

• Future of Storytelling: www.youtube.com/watch?v=DHeqQAKHh3M

• How great leaders inspire action: www.youtube.com/watch?v=qp0HIF3SfI4

 Tereshchenko Dmitry/Shutterstock.com



Dr Joseph Campbell's concept of monomyth (one 
myth) refers to the theory that sees all mythic 
narratives as variations of a single great story. The 
theory is based on the observation that a common 
pattern exists beneath the narrative elements of 
most great myths, regardless of their origin or time 
of creation.

He expressed the idea that the whole of the human 
race can be seen as engaged in the effort of making 
the world "transparent to transcendence" by 
showing that underneath the world of phenomena 
lies an eternal source which is constantly pouring 
its energies into this world of time, suffering, and 
ultimately death. To achieve this task one needs to 
speak about things that existed before and beyond 
words, a seemingly impossible task, the solution to 
which lies in the metaphors found in myths.

Excerpt:  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Campbell

Connecting with the seemingly impossible 
Guest: Go back far enough and we are all telling 
the same stories!

“We don’t turn to story to escape reality. We turn to 
story to navigate reality.” 

Lisa Cron

“Myth is not about seeking the meaning of life. It is 
the search for what it feels like to be alive.” 

Dr. Joseph Campbell

We are an evolving story that integrates a 
reconstructed past, perceived present, and 
anticipated future into a coherent and vitalizing life 
myth. 

The Happiness Hypothesis:  
Finding Modern Truth in Ancient Wisdom.  

Jonathan Haidt

The Power of Myth

www.novel-software.com



The Arc of the Story 
(Simplified)

Reflective Exercise

Take five minutes to think about...Why do you choose to do what you do?

The only caring any of us is even 
capable of doing will come from the 
thoughts we ourselves think and 
the personal meanings we make 
between our own two ears.

Dr Sam Ham

If it is our intention to do more than speak to the Guests who already believe what we believe, are there some 
things we might do to plant new seeds and influence their core values and beliefs? while still allowing them to 
think their own thoughts.
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Themes – Making a Difference on Purpose

Wrap your Theme around a Universal Concept

For example:

Craft a powerful, purposeful and provocative central 
THEME (i.e., a major point or message) to guide 
the development of your interpretation. Presenting 
strongly relevant themes in an organised, relevant 
and enjoyable way can provoke people to think, 
even if they forget isolated facts, and increase your 
chances of making a difference on purpose.

THEMES are whole ideas. They are expressed in a 
complete declarative sentence, have a subject and 
verb, and end with a full stop or exclamation mark.

“Beliefs are principles of action: whatever they 
may be at level of the brain, they are the process by 
which our understanding (and misunderstanding) 
of the world is represented and made available to 
guide our behaviour.” 

Sam Harris

Anger 
Birth 
Conflict 
Cruelty Darkness
Dark side (the) 
Death
Defeat 
Evil 
Fairness 
Fear
Fight 

Good
Happiness/elation 
Hate
Heroines & heroes 
Hunger/starvation 
Irony
Joy 
Killing 
Longing 
Love
Morality 

Mortality 
Mystery
Pain 
Patriotism 
Power 
Regret
Sadness (remorse)
Saving (someone/
thing) 
Sex
Spiritual/cosmic

Struggle 
Suffering
Supernatural (the) 
Survival
Suspense 
Tension 
Thirst 
Threats 
Tyranny 
Uncertainty 
Victory

Linking the tangible with the intangible: 

The Pounamu Jade (tangible) of New Zealand’s West Coast is a story of loss, power, beauty, and everlasting 
love (intangible).

 Bonnie Fink/Shutterstock.com

This blue glacial ice tells a story thousands of 
years in the making.



The Dark Arts

Advertisers and marketers have seemingly always known how to sell us a product or service, whether 
we really needed it or not. Often this was done by means both fair and foul, placing car dealers, insurance 
salesman (and politicians) firmly on the lowest rungs of our trust ladder. But something has changed recently. 
The saturation and reach of social media platforms mean that the moment your product or service is identified 
as not doing what it claims – everyone knows … and news travel fast!

Familiar things are usually seen as safe and preferable, while unfamiliar things are treated with suspicion  
until we have assessed them and the context in which they appear. For this reason, designers, advertisers,  
and anyone else involved in selling products tend to use familiarity as a means of evoking positive emotions. 
One of the most effective ways of targeting the primal brain is to make new things seem familiar.

Make new things seem familiar.

It's kind of like...
“It took millions of years for man's instincts to develop. It will take millions more for them to 
even vary. It is fashionable to talk about changing man. A communicator must be concerned 
with unchanging man, with his obsessive drive to survive, to be admired, to succeed, to love, 
to take care of his own."

William Bernbach (1911–1982) 
American advertising creative director

“People have to be feeling something to actually share something."
Tim Stapleton 

Scale Marketing, Executive Creative Director

With over 300 hours of video content uploaded to YouTube every minute, Tim believes that if you can achieve 
3 of the 5 following principles you will get your million plus hits.

1. HAPPINESS – Something to smile about. Make them part of your tribe.

2. AWE – The good Samaritan. Doing something unexpected for someone that makes that person feel good.

3. EMPATHY – Find the common ground.

4. CURIOSITY – Make people feel smarter.

5. SURPRISE – Going in one direction then going in a completely different one.



“I’ve learned that people will  
  forget what you said, people will  
  forget what you did but people will  
  never forget how you made them feel.”
  Maya Angelou

People

Who’s (or What’s, as is often the case) in your story? They get 
us emotionally involved, and good or bad, they draw our Guest 
into the story. We are drawn to things that are more similar to 
us (humans). Think of the classic Attenborough in which he 
narrates the internal monologue of the animal he is describing. 
Really!

Purpose

Why am I telling this story at this time to these Guests? It 
will often be the theme of the story and the answer to the 
questions, ‘So What?’ and ‘Big Deal?’ The moment your Guest 
thinks your story has no relevance to them they’ll tune you out!

Plot

What is the conflict, the tension, the struggle? It provokes your 
Guests to ask questions about the journey and become engaged 
in the story on their terms.

Place

Use all five senses to draw people into the place where the 
action is taking place. E.g. (Whalers Bay. Deception Island) 
‘What’s the worst thing you have ever smelled? (A productive 
question) ‘As you look along the beach imagine it with 3000 
fetid and rotting whale carcasses strewn from one end to the 
other! And you’re up to your armpits in it, all day!’

spatuletail/Shutterstock.com



Higher Interest vs Lower Interest

Where you can, and without compromising the authenticity or integrity of your story, peak the curiosity of 
your Guests with the elements of your story that are bigger, bolder and faster!

The Power of One

Don’t tell the story of the flock, the herd or the 
group – tell the story of the ONE. Your Guests 
will pay more attention, feel more connected, 
and have a stronger emotional response.

"The death of one 
man is a tragedy.  
The death of millions 
is a statistic."

Joseph Stalin

Find your Characters Voice

Look for opportunities to interpret the things you 
are seeing through the eyes of the characters who 
explored it, overcame it, saved it, or were affected 
by it. Your Guests want what we all secretly 
want: The gossip and drama behind the artefacts, 
events and landscapes. What were they thinking?

“the only true 
voyage...would be not 
to visit strange lands 
but to possess other 
eyes.”

Marcel Proust

Human

Non-human

Dangerous

Safe

Surprising 
fact

Expected

Sexual

Non-sexual

Extreme size 
(tiny/huge)

Human 
scale

Novel 
(unusual)

Ordinary 
(normal)

Living

Non-living

Fast 
moving

Slow

Extreme age 
(new/ancient)

Middle age



Think Sequentially

INTRODUCTIONS have a purpose. They orient your Guests, attract interest and create curiosity in what’s 
to come and set the stage for your conclusion by preparing your Guests in advance for a thought-provoking 
ending!

BODIES have a purpose. They add the facts, figures, stories, personal anecdotes and analogies. They help 
‘bring out’ the essential aspects (purpose) of your story and substantiate the point you’re trying to make in an 
organised, relevant and enjoyable way.

CONCLUSIONS have a purpose. They can recapitulate the key points you make in the body, e.g. ‘We saw that 
…’ ‘So it’s easy to see how … and suggest what the theme means in the bigger scheme of things, e.g., Where to 
from here? What does this mean for all of Us?

TIP. In preparing a sequential activity plan in order BODY-CONCLUSION-INTRODUCTION but present in order 
INTRODUCTION-BODY-CONCLUSION.

Liven Up the Dead Space

TRANSITIONS: The purpose of a transition is to indicate when you’re to quit talking about one idea and begin 
talking about the next. It can be as simple as: ‘Okay, we’re done talking about ‘A’ and we’re now going to talk 
about ‘B’’.

FORESHADOWING: The purpose of foreshadowing is to create curiosity or intrigue by hinting at what’s to 
come … at what might be! Foreshadowing creates uncertainty and a need to resolve it. Four common types of 
foreshadowing are: PURE INTRIGUE - ‘you’ll see what I mean …’

EXCEPTION TO THE NORM – ‘but what happens when?...’ COMPARATIVE – ‘but we’re saving the best for last…’ 
RESOLVING A MYSTERY/ANSWERING A QUESTION – ‘you’ll see for yourself, and it’s probably not what you 
think!’

MENTAL TASKS: Incorporate mystery by posing a question or problem your Guests can solve by carefully 
thinking about it or by observing their surroundings between stops, e.g. ‘so as we head up the…pay attention to 
the...it’s going to change in...see if you can figure out...we’ll talk about it at the...'

© Rick Harrison



What to Do at Each Stop

Barriers to Effective Communication

ASK PRODUCTIVE QUESTIONS: Use metaphor, 
analogy, simile – whatever it takes to help your Guest 
find some context for the things you are interpreting. 
And do it using everyday conversational language.

PROPS: If you can use props they take the focus off 
you and give your Guests something to play with. 
PROPS can be used to illustrate a point or to engage 
clients through productive questioning.

FOCUSING STATEMENT: Quickly focus attention on 
an observable object or feature of interest.

EXPLANATION/DESCRIPTION: Explain/describe 
what is essential to notice or understand about 
the feature. Unless it’s really obvious, connect your 
explanation to the main point of your guided tour.

EMOTIONAL: e.g. Fear. Mistrust. Suspicion. Anxiety. Depression. Stress. 
Pride. Insecurity. Etc. Our Guests may arrive excited about their trip of a 
lifetime, but they also arrive jet-lagged, medicated and full of stories about 
‘crossing the Drake!’

PERCEPTUAL: We all have our own preferences, values, attitudes, origins 
and life experiences that act as ‘filters’ on our experiences of people, events 
and information. Seeing things through the lens of our own unique life 
experiences or ‘conditioning’ may lead to assumptions, stereotyping and 
misunderstandings of others whose experiences differ from our own.

FOCUSING STATEMENT: Quickly focus attention on an observable object or 
feature of interest.

LANGUAGE: This is more than just ‘speaking a different language’, for which 
Quark often has interpreters on board. Your Guest might stutter, have an 
articulation disorder (the result of a stroke) or suffer from hearing loss. 
We sometimes forget that we use language that is specific to ‘our trade’: 
Expressions, buzzwords and jargon. And if you’ve ever fallen asleep during 
a lecture you likely know what it’s like to listen to someone who is unable 
to simplify and contextualize ‘their expertise’, and simply tell a good story.

“Everyone is a prisoner of his own experiences. No one can eliminate prejudices  
– just recognize them."

Edward R. Murrow

© Bronwyn Gay



ASSUMPTIONS: Check your assumptions. Ask your colleagues 
for feedback - preferably the ones who don’t agree  with  you 
about everything – and constantly check your assumptions by 
taking time to consider the other side in any given situation. We 
all tend to embrace information that confirms our viewpoint 
while ignoring, or rejecting, information that casts doubt upon 
it.

FIRST IMPRESSIONS: Suspend judgement – “Really listening 
and suspending one’s own judgement is necessary in order to 
understand other people on their own terms… This is a process 
that requires trust and builds trust.” 

Mary Field Belenky

…and be empathetic – em • pa • thy (noun) The ability to step 
into the shoes of another person, aiming to understand their 
feelings and perspectives, and to use that understanding to guide 
your actions.

AMBIGUITY: Become comfortable with ambiguity, the more 
complicated and uncertain life is, the more we tend to seek 
control. Assume that other people are as resourceful as you are 
and that their way will add to what you know. “If you always do 
what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what you’ve always 
gotten.”

CULTURAL DIVERSITY: Cross cultural communications expert, 
Pelligrino Riccardi, tells us to examine our own perceptions 
and be curious about the ‘other’ culture - to dig beneath the 
surface and try to understand the values and beliefs that are 
driving the behaviour we are encountering, and maybe not fully 
understanding.

I wear a stethoscope so that in a 
medical emergency I can teach people 
a valuable lesson about assumptions.

“In empathic listening you listen with your ears, but you also, and more importantly, listen with your 
eyes and with your heart. You listen for feeling, for meaning. You listen for behaviour. You use your 
right brain as well as your left. You sense, you intuit, you feel.' ... 'You have to open yourself up to be 
influenced.’”

Stephen Covey

“To be culturally competent doesn’t mean you are an authority in the values and beliefs of every 
culture. What it means is that you hold a deep respect for cultural differences and are eager to learn, 
and willing to accept, that there are many ways of viewing the world.”

Okokon O. Udoy



Five Guiding Principles for US, About THEM

• Our questions inspire images, and imagery compels action, therefore...it makes sense to ask the most 
generative and inspiring questions we can and stimulate positive images of what we want more of.

• Whatever we’re anticipating, we are likely to encounter. Our expectations inform what we look for, what we 
see, and what we hear, therefore...it makes sense to stay open, anticipate the best from others, and expect to 
be pleasantly surprised.

• There is no one truth about any person, situation, or organisation; truth depends on perception and focus 
of  attention, therefore...it makes sense to talk about and pay attention to what's working, what's best, and 
what's possible if your beliefs and the stories we create about people and situations influence how we 
understand and act.

• As words are spoken, our, body, and emotions react in a split second, therefore...it makes sense to stay open 
and ask questions if our perceptions and experience change instantaneously in response to how we use or 
interpret both words and actions.

• What we believe to be true is informed by, and evolves through, conversation, therefore...if the way we talk 
to one another influences understanding, personal relationships, teams and organizations, therefore...it 
makes sense to hold our beliefs lightly and ask questions to make room for both new knowledge and new 
meaning.

It's Not About US

THE JOHARI WINDOW is a simple and effective self-development model. It explains the “why” and “how” of 
developing self- awareness and helps us to understand the importance of developing trust.

The OPEN area is where authentic, effective communication takes place

OPEN
What is obvious to me  
and everybody else

HIDDEN
Things I know about myself 
that others don’t

BLINDSPOT 
What others see in me  

but I don’t see in myself

UNKNOWN 
Unknown to me 

or anyone else

SHARED 
DISCOVERY

SELF  
DISCOVERY

FEEDBACK

SHARED  
DISCLOSURE

Known  
by  

others

Unknown 
by self

Known 
by self

Unknown  
by  

others
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Barry Lopez on Storytelling 

“So I was having a conversation with a traditional 
man one time and we were talking a distinction that 
we make in the West between fiction and nonfiction, 
and I asked him if that made sense to him. And he 
said no he understood how I was using the terms, 
and that they were useful to a certain extent, but he 
said you know for us the difference is not between 
fiction and nonfiction, it's between an authentic and 
an inauthentic story. 

And I said, well what is that difference? And he said, 
an authentic story is about us, and an inauthentic 
story is about you. And in that moment I saw 
something crucial for me, and that is, that the story 
that you tell as a storyteller is not worth listening to 
if it's just about you. We don't need to know about 
you, we need to know about us.  

So, if you're going to tell a story and you want it to 
be an authentic story, it seems to me it's got to do 
two things: First of all, it's got to help! The story has 
to help, and the second thing is, it's got to be about 
us. The listener or the reader does not want to be in 
the position of being lectured to, or being treated as 
somebody who's not capable of knowing, or treated 
like an outsider; and that's a very valuable lesson for 
me.  

As a writer, if I go someplace, I'm trying to listen to 
people different from me saying something with 
great history behind it about what it means to be a 
human being; and then I want to come home and 
compose a story and offer it to my own people and 
say: This is what they said what do you think?  
 want everything that I write to end with that note, 

here's what I saw what do you think? Instead of 
saying here's what I saw, and here's what you should 
believe! That can be part of it for me as a storyteller. 

I want more than anything to see people do well. I 
want to see people thrive, and the system I see in 
place all over the world is a system that is killing 
people, and I feel that as a physical pain. I feel a 
sense of grief every day when I get out of bed, and 
despite my own failings as a writer, as a human 
being, the driving thing behind me is - if you're going 
to tell a story, tell a story that helps.” 

Your conversations help 
create your world.  
Speak of delight,  
not dissatisfaction.  
Speak of hope, not despair.  
Let your words bind up 
wounds, not cause them.

Lao-Tzu


