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Challenge and Selection
This is the story of how I used Storytelling as an innovation tool to
help a stagnant group of people distributed all over the world to take
action and become a single team unified around the cause of using
Virtual Reality to co-locate themselves and become inspired,
engaged and productive.
Every day, I work with software development teams located in
different cities, distributed all over the world. We’re all working on a
single goal from many different locations and meet at the same time
every day to report progress and collaborate on ways to keep the
project and the team moving forward. However, the meetings are
not as productive as they can be. Because team members are calling
in to a conference call, we have challenges with the normal distractions that plague most distributed teams, such as
responding to emails while attending these meetings or even surfing social media when the team needs them most.
Now, these team members are not lazy or unengaged. They’re simply human and subject to the normal distractions of
life. Pretty normal behavior for distributed teams. These are very professional and experienced software engineers,
designers and managers from very diverse backgrounds, age groups and experiences whose first language is not always
English. Our big, wicked problem that the team needs solved right away is a cheap and easy-to-access environment
where they can truly engage with each other and participate in the sharing of ideas. The existing market alternatives
like conference calls and video-conferencing just don’t cut it and the expense of relocating team members is just too
high.
Enter the power of Storytelling as an innovation tool to guide any team towards a viable solution. Storytelling is an ideal
tool to advance business innovation because it puts people and their experiences front and center. It takes the listener
along on the journey being told. Andre Martin – the Global Leadership Development Director of Mars, Inc. – references
the power of Storytelling as an innovation tool by saying that, “Storytelling is a fundamental part of every great brand.”
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Application
I decided that I would start as the listener and let the team members be the storytellers. I knew that each team member
had their own story to tell of their individual frustrations with attending unengaging meetings and distractions that
kept them from being focused while attempting to collaborate. After spending two-weeks observing the teams I asked
them to share with me their big wicked problems and they all told different versions of the same story. They know how
to do their jobs and when to do their jobs, but they don’t always know why they do their jobs the way they do them.
Because they’re scattered all over the globe, there is the absence of camaraderie and teamwork that normally and
naturally flow among teams located in the same office. They also have the added challenge of working in a very good
online project management tool, but are often looking at different screens of that tool during their meetings, even
when participating in screen sharing activities. The overarching theme is that they lack implicit trust – in the process,
the company and in each other. After collecting this information and observing the team in multiple conference calls
and video chats where they report progress, plan their work and review their work activities, I noticed that they all share
the same frustrations. They lack direction because they lack trust. Trust is earned and while the team has certainly
earned some level of trust and respect with one another, they lack a fellowship that strengthens that trust into an
implicit trust. The team needs to be co-located.
So, I took their stories and implemented a device agnostic software application that enables team members to become
fully engaged in a truly immersive environment using Virtual Reality. I chose a virtual environment because it is cheap,
easy to implement and contains an element of fun. I shared my own story of how I had used this exact same software to
co-locate distributed teams at a different software company with team members scattered all over the United States. I
explained that while in the virtual world, distributed team members tend to be more engaged and enjoy looking to their
left and right, seeing the avatars of their teammates, hearing their voices and, most importantly, interacting with them
as though they’re not separated by thousands of miles, but are within inches of each other.
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Insight and Approach
Sharing with the team my own very real experience in an innovative storytelling format of the frustrations that I had
personally experienced and solved was encouraging to them. They were willing to try the collaboration of a virtual
world. It was a cause that each of them could invest in – in terms of willingness to try – and it created a fellowship
among them. Besides that, it was fun! It was a new and exciting application that appealed to them as engineers,
designers and managers. They were moved to take action.
Because the software had already been developed
by my company and was available as a mobile
application, it was a simple matter of shipping out to
each employee a $10.00 Google Cardboard Virtual
Reality headset that they could use with their own
existing smartphones. They also had the option of
using more advanced VR headsets like the HTC Vive
and could even forego a VR headset entirely and
participate in the virtual meeting from a web browser, using their mouse or smartphone to navigate the virtual
environment. Not only was their first meeting in the virtual world a smashing success, they actually now continue to
schedule all collaborative team meetings in Virtual Reality. This has had the added benefit of generating more
creativity among the team and they now even select their own virtual worlds for their meetings, sometimes meeting in
a penthouse loft, a digital forest and even an art gallery. They’ve even been able to customize their avatars and become
anyone they wish. They no longer need to worry about their hair and makeup when working from home just to join a
video conference and they look forward to meetings. Their meetings are now more productive, engaging and short!
There’s a compelling story behind every great brand, product and service that emotionally connects to people and
creates a cause that moves them to action. Storytelling, specifically in Virtual Reality, has raised the level of human
engagement, energy and passion among this distributed team. It has made strategy accessible, simple and relatable.
Everyone, at every level of the organization, now has the same understanding of what they’re trying to do and can
participate in the development of profoundly amazing ideas… even when they’re separated by thousands of miles.
This helped me appreciate storytelling as a truly transformative innovation tool that team members – human beings –
can all relate to. It is not a new or abstract business concept. Storytelling is something that people are already very
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family with, regardless of socioeconomic status, physical location or language. Because of this, I will continue to use
storytelling to generate a cause that people can believe in.
As a business owner, this has already had the added benefit of helping me use storytelling as a sales tool and
relationship management tool. More broadly, storytelling has helped me galvanize a personal momentum around the
What is, What if, What wows and What works strategy of design thinking to rapidly innovate as inexpensively as
possible, both in terms of time and money. As long as the story is concise and relatable, people seem moved to action. I
love it!
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