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The secret of storytelling? 
Let your audience fill in
the blanks.

Numerous studies have shown the efficacy 
of game-based training, and how it leads to 
higher engagement and retention compared 
to traditional learning methods. But did you 
know you can “gamify” your training with 
just a few well-placed words?

Storytelling should be your first step to 
improving any training material. Not only 
does it tap into the benefits of training 
gamification, but it can also be a quick and 
easy upgrade for any content, at any time.
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Every Scar Has a Story 

Once upon a time, a CEO named Jan was figuring out how 
to deliver a Presentation Skills training to her executive 
team. Thanks to the many articles and studies she’d read, 
Jan knew that game-based training is one of the best ways 
to boost engagement and retention within her corporate 
workforce. She’d heard that game-based training could lead 
to 20% higher self-efficacy in her learners. She knew that if 
she “gamified” her trainings, she could increase everything 
from skill-based knowledge to factual knowledge and overall 
retention. 

So what was she waiting for? Jan grabbed that “Presentation 
Skills” binder and spent the next three months splitting 
the content into achievement-based levels. She added an 
elaborate points system, and created leaderboards and 
merit badges that she could track through her Learning 
Management System. She created quizzes with flashy 
countdown timers and animated confetti.

The day before her new training went live, Jan decided her 
curriculum needed a narrator. She grabbed a character 
off a stock website named Rocco. Though Rocco had an 
inexplicable scar across his face, Jan liked the fact that he 
was holding a microphone. She dropped Rocco into the 
curriculum and sent it off to her team.

After a few days, Jan checked the message boards to see how 
the new training was going. Surprisingly, the conversation 
threads were only discussing one thing:

• “How did Rocco get his scar?”
• “Do you think he fainted while onstage? Is that why the 

second module is all about managing nerves?”
• “I bet he drew it on to establish his credibility. That was 

the First Rule of presenting!”

Game-based Training
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(Sitzmann, 2011)
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Jan’s team was engaging with the content, and they were 
discussing some of the key skills, but all her work with scoring 
and badges didn’t seem to matter to them as much as a few 
pixels across a random character’s face.

Jan had inadvertently stumbled across a valuable shortcut into 
the world of game-based training. Those boosts in engagement 
and retention don’t have to come from elaborate scoring 
systems or costly virtual reality environments. Jan could 
engage her learners with some well-placed stitches.

Where Game and Story Meet

The world of game-based training can actually be split into two 
parts, and these parts are not necessarily created equal. When 
Jan made that last-minute decision to add a mysterious-looking 
narrator, she was actually starting to switch gears between 
what Karl Kapp calls “structural gamification” and “content 
gamification.” This is a key distinction to be aware of, especially 
since “content gamification” is where instructional designers 
can make low-cost, high-yield progress.

According to Kapp, “structural gamification” is when designers 
use elements like scores, badges, and levels to engage learners, 
while leaving their subject matter untouched. On the other 
hand, “content gamification” uses things like storytelling to 
alter the content of a training itself. There are complexities 
within each, but as we saw with Jan’s curriculum, “content 
gamification” has the ability to boost learner engagement 
much more quickly, and with far less of an up-front investment.

For an example, let’s turn to another curriculum designer. Phil 
is trying to decide between three options for his sales team 
new-hire training. Here they are:

The application of game 
elements and game thinking 
to alter content to make 
it more game-like. For 
example, adding story 
elements... (Kapp, 2013)

Content Gamification
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If you’re like most people, you’ll yawn at Phil’s first option, 
and be only slightly intrigued by the second—“points” are an 
example of extrinsic motivation, which research shows is not 
a very powerful incentive (Weller, 2017). But Phil’s third option 
might have caused you to sit up a little straighter. Even if it 
was just a morbid curiosity—will all the hostages make it?—
you want to know what’s going on. And yet, all that changed 
between Options 2 and 3 was a few words.

Here we can see a subtle shift between structural and content 
gamification. Introducing even the barest elements of story—a 
bit of character, a bit of danger—can drastically change how 
people engage and learn.

“Story is where people go to practice the key skills of human 
social life,” writes Jonathan Gottschall in The Storytelling Animal.  
In an age where many businesses are looking to virtual reality 
as the latest hope for effective training, Gottschall argues 
that we actually have an “ancient virtual reality technology” 
already built into our brains. It’s the instinctual way we create 
narratives, and our tenacity to hold on to them (are you still 
thinking about those hostages?).

We don’t need fancy virtual reality simulators. Our stories are 
our simulations, and as Gottschall explains, when we listen to 

Phil’s Training Options

Learn sales skills via 
lecture presentation

Learn sales skills as 
Player One trying to  

score 100 points

Learn sales skills as a 
Police Chief trying to  
save 100 hostages

Option 1 Option 2 Option 3

        Story is 
where people 
go to practice 
the key skills 
of human 
social life.

“
”(Gottschall, 2013, p.57)
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stories, our minds actually create neural pathways that shape 
our responses to real-life scenarios—exactly what we want to 
accomplish in behavioral or skill-based training. Hundreds of 
dollars for a virtual headset, or a couple of minutes to sketch 
out a storyline? Take your pick.

Research shows that rewriting lessons to have a story 
context, especially when combining them with a challenge 
for the learner to overcome, significantly improves learning 
performance (Lepper and Cordova, 1992).  According to 
Michael Allen, chairman and CEO of Allen Interactions, 
storylines in a training environment can “carry meaning and 
bring an established and automatic interest and motivation to 
each new topic” (2016, p.312). Telling a story within a training 
can be “exceptionally effective,” in terms of the continuity and 
personal meaning it brings to disjointed content. 

So why start our trainings with storytelling and “content 
gamification”? Because it’s actually quite easy to do. We just 
have to get out of our own way.

What Happened Here?

In graduate school, I had a professor who liked to play a game 
at the end of class. He would have two students each choose a 
word at random, then write their words on the whiteboard. I 
distinctly remember walking out one day, wondering what the 
incoming Sociology class would think when they saw an empty 
board, save for the words “bridge” and “countdown” sitting 
side-by-side.

This, of course, was the point my professor was trying to 
prove: that with the smallest effort and absolutely no context, 
we could make an entire classroom create a story that would 
explain how a bridge and a countdown belonged together.

bridge

countdown
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Think about the effort it took on our part to get a whole 
group of people to construct a story out of thin air. If a 
group of grad students could focus a whole class with just 
two random words, think of what professional trainers can 
accomplish with even the barest framework of narrative 
structure.

Video game designers have another term for Kapp’s idea 
of “content gamification.” They call it “environmental 
storytelling.” Matthias Worch and Harvey Smith gave a lecture 
on this topic at the 2010 Game Developers Conference. 
In it, they dissect how designers (be it for video games or 
corporations) can create stories by inviting their audience 
to “associate disparate elements and interpret them as a 
meaningful whole” (p.18). 

Here is the cover of Worch and Smith’s presentation which, 
if you can’t see, shows a photo of two goldfish stuck in a 
window screen six feet off the ground. “What happened 
here?” they ask.

Image: https://www.gdcvault.com/play/1012647/What-Happened-Here-Environmental
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We have an instinct for story, a knee-jerk for narration. But 
what is perhaps more surprising is the fact that we often are 
better at and more interested in creating stories when we 
have less information to go on. As Allen explains, “Everyone 
loves a mystery. Storytelling is a wonderful way to establish a 
context for communication and learning, and…as luck would 
have it, mysteries provide just the right context for learning.”

As instructional designers, this means we can actually save 
ourselves important development time by relying more on our 
audience’s propensity to insert drama and intrigue. We can 
build more effective, engaging stories by leaving out more than 
we put in.

How It Works

Here are a few ways to start weaving narrative threads into 
your training material. Remember, the goal here is to keep 
these initial design efforts low. Recognize and allow your 
learners’ natural instinct for narrative to do the heavy lifting. 
These techniques can also be just as effective in instructor-led 
or web-based settings (our propensity for storytelling knows 
no bounds). They can invigorate both new and existing training 
material. Even that last-minute, mysterious narrator can spark 
a story in someone’s mind.

1. Less is more
Where would Hansel and Gretel’s story be without those 
breadcrumbs? As learners, we’re interested in hunting for 
scraps, not following giant billboards. Conclusions are much 
more interesting when we’re invited to draw them on our 
own, to put one and one together. As Gottschall points out, 
“Our hunger for meaningful patterns translates into a hunger 
for story” (2013, p.104).

      Mysteries 
provide just 
the right 
context for 
learning.

“
”(Allen, 2016, p.298)
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Don’t waste time and resources over-explaining your 
material or your stories. Present learners with a problem, 
or a few seemingly unassociated steps and ask, “What’s the 
connection?” This sort of active problem-solving is what builds 
critical thinking and learner engagement.

2. Escape the real world
One of the training programs designed by Karl Kapp (named 
by Training Industry, Inc. as one of the Top 20 Most Influential 
Training Professionals) is called Zombie Sales Apocalypse™. In 
this successful game-based training, participants must learn 
their company’s sales process in order to “sell” the zombie 
antidote. According to Kapp (2016), “Research indicates 
that fantasy provides cognitive emotional and motivational 
advantages for learning…failure and experimentation are 
allowed and encouraged…The fantasy environment allows for 
failure and re-engagement with the content again and again 
which leads to mastery.” 

Rather than setting every training scenario within your office, 
consider fictional, fanciful settings, those so diametric from the 
traditional workplace that learners will feel free to explore as 
true novices, building their skills and experience before being 
asked to apply those skills back in the real world.

Gina has to deliver an office security protocol training. 
Rather than click through several slides of bullet points 
from Legal, she shows her audience one screen only: 
a picture of an employee’s desk. The desk is strewn 
with everything from ID badges to candy wrappers. 
She distributes the company’s security protocol as a 
resource, then directs learners to the image onscreen: 
a workspace riddled with clues. “Frank didn’t show up 
today. Why is the Legal Team worried?” she asks.
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3. Use archetypes
According to author Christopher Booker (2004), you can take 
all of the stories told throughout human history and boil them 
down into seven basic plots.  When learners start picking up 
your game-based training narrative, they will try to fit it into 
one of these story templates:

Rather than wasting effort trying to invent a totally unique 
narrative, embrace these seven archetypes. They’ve thrived 
for a reason, and even more importantly, your audience is 
preconditioned to identify these plots using very few clues. 
We spot spin-offs and retellings of these stories in every book, 
movie, news article, and social media post. And you can usually 
call them up with just a handful words:

“A farm boy joins a rebellion against a galactic empire.” 
(Overcoming the Monster)

“A bookish girl imprisons herself and breaks the spell
of a beast.” (Rebirth)

Darryl has to roll out a brand new software program to 
his team, and somehow get their buy-in to start using 
it immediately. Rather than extol all of the software’s 
cutting-edge benefits, he starts his presentation with 
this: “It’s 300 years in the future. This classroom is all 
that remains of humanity after the takeover of Artificial 
Intelligence. And we’re in luck: we’ve found the last piece 
of human-designed software before the AI revolution. It’s 
300 years old, but let’s see if we can figure out how it 
works, and if it holds any clues to our survival…”

• Overcoming the Monster
• Rags to Riches
• The Quest
• Voyage and Return

• Comedy
• Tragedy
• Rebirth
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Summary

The executive shows up to her next Presentation Skills class 
with a scar drawn down the side of her face. The perplexed 
students start listing all of the local bridges as a countdown 
begins ticking in their heads. Huddled somewhere in a corner 
of an imagination, 100 hostages wonder if anyone is coming 
for them. Two goldfish wiggle between a window and screen 
and ask themselves, “How did we get here?”

We know that game-based training boosts engagement 
and retention, but the act of gamifying doesn’t have to take 
hundreds of hours or thousands of dollars. You can start quite 
simply, and the effects may surprise you. Injecting even the 
barest elements of story—a hint of character, of fantasy, of 
mystery—can drastically increase learner engagement and 
lead to greater retention and application. All you have to do 
is leave a few clues, and let your learners’ natural storytelling 
instincts take over, weaving a tale in which your learning 
objectives take on whole new levels of meaning.

It’s the kind of fill-in-the-blank question your trainees have 
been waiting for you to ask.

Carla hates “Empathy Training” with her team, but the 
recent dip in Net Promoter Score shows they need it. 
This time around, she decides to personify the concept 
of “dissatisfaction.” She makes a Dissatisfaction Monster, 
full of tentacles and teeth. She gives each trainee a 
hero name and backstory. Now, instead of just plodding 
through the standard materials, each training segment 
has become a weapon or spell her team can use to slay 
the beast.
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