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Your Big Idea
You have a Big Idea1. You see its potential, and now you want to 

get others onboard. You long for them to see your Big Idea the way 

you do. And, you know that when you gain this kind of buy-in, 

your idea will mature from a vision in your mind to a reality that 

moves the masses.

Left unchecked, your excitement and optimism can inhibit the 

way you communicate your Big Idea. For you to gain the buy-in 

you seek, you need to do more than merely get your audience’s 

attention. You need to engage them at the deepest level possible.

The Framework in this book fosters the most powerful form of 

engagement — resonance.2 

Resonance is the experience we have when we realize that someone 

else truly understands us. Fostering resonance requires that your 

audience, not your idea, be the object of your communication. 

Two things need to happen for resonance to take place between 

you and your audience:

1. You need to get your audience. By “get,” I mean you need 

to truly understand them.You don’t just know about your 

audience, you know the burdens they carry, where they 

aspire to be, and what’s preventing them from getting there.

2. Now, ask yourself what you can do or say to help your 

audience feel known by you. Each point of interaction with 

your audience is an opportunity to develop resonance with 

them. Translate your knowledge of your audience to help 

them feel known at every turn.

When you frame your Big Idea in the context of the their burdens, 

hopes, and struggles, you create the conditions necessary for 

resonance. In other words, you need to build a trusting relationship. 

Narrative Thinking is a discipline that draws from the power of 

storytelling to transform the way you interact with your audiences. 

I call the tool you’re about to learn the Narrative Thinking 

Framework.  It peels back the layers that may obscure the value of 

your Big Idea. It’s a tool for moving your Big Idea forward and it 

will make you a stronger communicator and better leader. 

Let’s get started.

DISENGAGEMENT
None of your audience’s focus goes 
toward your message

PASSIVE ENGAGEMENT
Your audience tracks with portions of 
your message, but sees little resonance in 
it for their life

ENGAGEMENT
Your audience finds your message 
entertaining and helpful.

ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT
Your message shifts the way your 
audience thinks.

RESONANCE
Your message makes your audience feel 
known. It’s like you’re speaking directly to 
them, transforming how they think and act.
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The Birth of a Big Idea
In 2008 Dave Gilboa and Neil Blumenthal arrived on campus at 

The Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania. Still in 

their early 20s, they had no idea they’d soon create a billion dollar 

company that would disrupt the eyeglass industry.

Just before arriving at Wharton, Gilboa left a pair of his glasses 

on an airplane. “They cost me $700 and I just couldn’t justify as 

a full-time student paying that much for a new pair of glasses,” 

Gilboa said during an interview with Guy Raz, host of NPR’s How 

I Built This podcast.

Gilboa and Blumenthal soon met Andy Hunt and Jeff Raider. 

They discovered they shared common, deeply held frustrations 

about eyeglasses, namely that they kept losing them and found it 

difficult to shop for them online. The few online eyeglass retailers 

that existed offered a clunky user experience, poor customer 

service, limited selection, and an overpriced product.  Their 

mutual frustrations with purchasing eyeglasses prompted the four 

students to begin brainstorming possible solutions. 

They discovered Blumenthal had spent a number of years working 

for an eyewear nonprofit organization. This experience gave 

Blumenthal a peek into the eyeglass industry that would prove 

invaluable. Gathering one day in the computer lab, Gilboa, Hunt, 

and Raider peppered Blumenthal with questions. Their main 

question was, “Why are glasses so expensive?”

Neil explained that the global eyewear industry is dominated 

by a few large companies, such as the Luxottica Group, which 

owns many major brands, including Oakley and Ray Ban. They 

also license almost every major fashion brand — Ralph Lauren, 

Chanel, and Prada, and have a market cap of about $30 billion.

This conversation opened their eyes to a potentially massive 

opportunity.

“The lightbulbs went off in all of our minds,” Hunt recalled 

in his interview with NPR’s Raz. “You know when you have a 

feeling or just an idea you’re so excited about that you actually 

have trouble sleeping?”

“I think it was like two in the morning and I shot off an email, 

and at 2:01 Dave responded, and at 2:02 Jeff responded, and then 

Neil responded. We were all up thinking about this. So the next 

day we said, ‘Hey, after class, let’s get together.’” 

The four of them met at a campus bar and immediately began 

devising plans to launch a company that offered stylish eyewear 

at a revolutionary price. They called it Warby Parker. 

The birth of Warby Parker over a couple beers was just the 

beginning, but the company’s founders knew the launch of their 

Big Idea was no indicator of its survival. 

So what did they do?  They did what everyone should do when 

they first have a Big Idea: they studied the people who would soon 

become their customers.
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“We talked to anyone who would just give us five minutes,” 

Hunt said. They spent hours standing in optical shops, observing 

customers, and deploying surveys. They knew building resonance 

was critical to their success. Before they even incorporated, 

Warby Parker focussed on knowing and meeting the needs of 

their customers.

You may not be launching a company that’s destined to be worth 

billions, but your idea is no less valuable. Perhaps your Big Idea 

translates into a strategic advantage for your team — you know 

how to break into an untapped market, for example. Or maybe 

the value of your idea doesn’t translate into profit—rather, you’ve 

discovered a way to relieve homelessness in your hometown.

Do you remember when this idea came together in your mind? 

When you could see it with unmistakable clarity?  Maybe you too 

were so shot through with excitement that you couldn’t sleep. In 

that moment, you felt invigorated, eager to move forward. 

But it’s here, as you lean into the future, that the weight of 

reality sets in. You know you need to convince other like-minded 

people— which is why it’s so tempting to run naked through the 

streets like Archimedes telling everyone about your new discovery.

Datatelling vs. Storytelling
To sell their Big Idea, the founders of Warby Parker didn’t build 

a slide deck with data, charts, and graphs. They didn’t set out to 

proclaim and defend the value of their Big Idea. They didn’t do 

what I describe as Datatelling.

Datatelling is information in the absence of narrative. Of course, 

you need data and information that supports your message. 

Without it, your idea will lack the legitimacy your audience 

requires. But, remember, proof rarely provokes passion.  Too often 

great ideas fall to the cutting floor, not because they lack proof, 

but because they lack a narrative that helps the audience make 

meaning from the data. 

Narrative Thinking is the antidote to Datatelling. Take a look 

at my Narrative Thinking Framework that I included with this 

ebook. You may be familiar with similar story arcs that plot a 

hero’s journey from the beginning to the end. The hero confronts 

struggles along the way that he or she must overcome, usually 

with the help of supporting characters. The Narrative Thinking 

Framework details a basic story arc that includes a setting, a rising 

action, a crisis, a declining action, and a resolution.

But, here’s my point: story arcs don’t just make for good stories, 

they can serve as a framework that captures, organizes, and 

transforms the way you communicate your Big Idea. Rather than 

rely on proof, your Big Idea engages your audience like a good 

story. Your audience feels like you created it with them in mind.
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Your Audience as Hero
Let me show you what I mean. The most important step in using 

the Narrative Thinking Framework is defining your hero. 

Every story has a hero. The Oxford English Dictionary says a hero 

is a person “who exhibits extraordinary bravery, firmness, fortitude 

or greatness of soul, in any course of action, or in connection with 

any pursuit, work, or enterprise.” Chesley B. “Sulley” Sullenberger, for 

example, was identified as a hero after he landed a commercial flight 

on the Hudson River in 2009, saving the lives of all 155 passengers. 

When you or I talk about our Big Idea, our tendency is to make our 

idea the hero. Born from our deep passion for the idea, it’s what 

we care about and talk about. It’s what we root for. The problem is 

that when our idea occupies the role of hero, there’s little room for 

it to resonate with the audience.

Here’s the crux.

Your audience shares certain characteristics with the rest of 

humanity. Among other things, they want to be seen, valued, 

and respected. They also possess qualities that are unique to 

them. For example, a group of industrial designers and a group of 

public relations professionals have different hopes and struggles. 

When you do your homework and learn of the particulars that 

differentiate and define your audience, you’ll foster resonance.

There’s not a more important step you’ll take than making your 

audience your hero. 

When I was making this point to a group of brand leaders at a 

global apparel company, a woman raised her hand and said, “So 

you’re saying it’s one or the other. Either our audience is the hero 

or we are—the company, our product, our mission.” A light bulb 

had gone on. She got it!

To move your Big Idea forward, you will need to engage multiple 

audiences: vendors, partners, investors, and, eventually, 

consumers.  Every Big Idea has more than one audience. Effective 

marketing is essentially the ability to recognize and speak to each 

audience as the hero of their own story. You aren’t changing the 

story. You’re framing it in a way that makes it as easy as possible for 

various audiences to recognize the value of your Big Idea.  Instead 

of Datatelling, you’re crafting a story. You’re building resonance.

Keep in mind, when I say make your audience the hero, I’m not 

suggesting you let them tell you what to do with your Big Idea. 

Your audience benefits from your Big Idea, but it’s your job to 

fiercely defend it. Know your audience, where they want to be, 

and the struggles they face. But don’t modify your idea to make 

people happy. That makes for a very unhappy idea3.
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Six Steps Toward Resonance:  
Using the Narrative Thinking Framework
Let me walk you through six steps for plotting your Big Idea into 

the Narrative Thinking Framework, so your audience, not your 

idea, plays the role of hero. With the complete Framework in hand 

you’ll be able to identify what you can say and do to help your 

audience feel known.

As you go through each step of the Framework, keep in mind 

that a detailed, nuanced understanding of your audience helps 

you populate the Framework in a matter of minutes. It helps you 

cultivate the empathy you need to connect with them and help 

them connect with your Big Idea. If you find you don’t have 

enough information about your audience to complete each step, 

set aside the Framework until you shore up your research.

STEP #1: Hero and Setting
Every story has a hero and a setting.

Describe your audience and where they are when you come into 

contact with them. Are they part of a particular team, department, 

association, or company? What kind of lives do they lead? What’s 

important to them? What do they consider a “good day”? 

STEP #2: Resolution
Knowing the end of the story helps you figure out how you’re 

going to get there. 

What’s your audience’s ideal vision of the future? Six months, one 

or two years down the road, where do they want to be? Whatever it 

is, the setting they envision is different than their current setting. 

It’s better!

STEP #3: Struggle
Struggles make stories more interesting because they connect with 

our emotions. We tune in to see the hero confront and overcome 

the struggle. Without the struggle, there’s nothing to hook us.

What struggles does your audience face? What barriers stand 

between where they are now (Setting) and where they want to be 

(Resolution)?

Speak to your audience’s struggles and they’ll sense you’re speaking 

directly to them. Nothing helps us feel more known than when 

we sense that another person understands the struggles we face.
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Step #4: Rising Action
Describe the emotions your audience experiences as they confront 

the same struggles every day. 

Perhaps they’ve tried a variety of strategies to overcome these 

struggles and even got close on several occasions, only to find 

themselves back where they started. What emotions do they 

experience when their struggles get the upper hand? Frustration, 

despair, hopelessness, anger, and confusion are likely among the 

unwelcome feelings they experience. 

Step #5: Crisis
Describe what could happen if their struggles prevail.

For example, your audience has a new technology they’re trying to 

push through, a program they want to launch, or a campaign they 

need to pull together to meet a deadline. What if their struggles 

win? Having knowledge of their crisis is as much for you as it is for 

your audience. Speaking to it heightens their sense of urgency and 

prompts them to look for a fresh solution.

Step #6: Declining Action
Describe the relief your audience feels after putting the crisis 

behind them.

A solution arises just as your audience is beginning to enter the pit 

of despair. You jump in to help them overcome their crisis. You 

and your idea are just what they need, just what they are looking 

for, but didn’t know it.  Of course they’ll have other challenges to 

face, but for now they can savor the victory over this struggle. 



Six Steps Toward Resonance
The Narrative Thinking Framework
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RISING ACTION
Describe what it is like 

for your hero to struggle.

SETTING & HERO
Describe your hero and where 

they are right now.

CRISIS
Describe what could happen 

if their obstacles win.

STRUGGLE
Describe the obstaces that  

your hero faces.

DECLINING ACTION
Describe what relief and victory 

feels like to your hero.

RESOLUTION
Describe where your hero 

wants to be.

AFROBINSON.COM
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The Framework as Reminder
I can always hear the gears grind when I first walk my clients 

through the Narrative Thinking Framework. Everyone is so 

accustomed to making their idea the hero. Any other perspective 

feels foreign at first. And then the light goes on. They recognize 

and empathize with their audience in a whole new way and are 

able to make the audience the hero, not the idea.

Thinking about the interests of others doesn’t come naturally 

to us. Leaders and entrepreneurs are particularly vulnerable to 

being obsessively focused on their Big Idea. Unchecked, our 

fixation eclipses all else, including the audiences that can benefit 

from our Big Idea. Our love for our idea needs to inspire and 

inform, not dominate. Using the Narrative Thinking Framework 

helps you translate your love for your Big Idea into something 

your audience can experience, making them the hero. It reminds 

you that your Big Idea isn’t about you. It’s about what it can do 

for others.

When I’m coaching a team or company through this process 

we’ll end up with as many as a dozen or so Frameworks. (One 

organization even created an art installation of sorts by arranging 

each of the Frameworks in a circle like the petals of a flower.)

Here’s where to start: Choose the audience you first seek to 

engage and complete the Narrative Thinking Framework with this 

group in mind. Once you’ve completed the Framework, you can 

better identify what you can do and say to help them feel known. 

How Warby Parker Might Have Applied  
the Framework
Everything communicates something. Every interaction, from a 

face-to-face meeting with a potential investor to the user experience 

on your website, is an opportunity to communicate to your 

audience that they are the hero. Everything is an opportunity to 

foster resonance—your slide deck, messaging, social media, website 

and any other written and visual expression.  You want them to feel 

that. If you’re an industrial designer, every element of your final 

product needs to mirror your Narrative Thinking Framework so 

that your end user senses that you made this product just for them.

Let’s look at how Warby Parker might have used the Narrative 

Thinking Framework to reach their consumer4.

If I were working with them in the early days of their company, I’d 

raise the same question I ask of all of the companies I serve: What 

can you do or say to help your audience feel known?

Warby Parker’s founders had a pretty good idea of the audience 

they wanted to reach. It was people just like them, which is 

why they set out to better understand them through interviews, 

surveys, and informal conversations. Their direct interactions 

with their consumer audience provided key insights. If I were 

working with them, we would have used this feedback to populate 

their Narrative Thinking Framework.
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With a completed Framework in hand, their next step would be 

to think about messaging, media, and the entire experience they 

offer their consumers. What does the viewer read when she visits 

the Warby Parker website? Does the copy speak to the audience, or 

does it highlight the features of the product, as so many sites are 

prone to do?

At the time of this writing, the Warby Parker site features the 

following copy:

“Find your perfect frames”

Notice the pronoun5? These four words let you know that 

you—the person in search of the perfect eyeglasses—are Warby 

Parker’s hero.

The landing page also offers a short quiz to help you easily identify 

the options that best suit you and your eyewear preferences.

“Answer a few quick questions and we’ll suggest some  

great-looking frames to try on at home—for free!”

Visitors can click on a button below the last line that reads “Take 

the quiz”. Other than the words in the navigation bar at the top, 

this is the only copy on the landing page. Everything about these 

select words speaks directly to the Warby Parker consumer. This 

is exactly what we want and expect to read on the website of a 

company committed to treating their customers as heroes.

Apart from their copy, the rest of their site possesses the kind 

of clean features and intuitive experience that matches the 

consumer-centric copy. In less than a second the user knows 

exactly where she is and how to find what she’s looking for. She’s 

able to channel her mental energy into thinking about what 

purchases she wants to make.  She leaves the site with a sense of 

closure and satisfaction. The true test of this is when, at a later 

date, she thinks of returning to the site to make another purchase 

and feels competent in her ability to easily find and get what she 

wants. Websites that lack this kind of intuitive experience leave 

users feeling frustrated and even stupid. They wonder, “What’s 

wrong with me that I can’t figure out this site?” Nothing could 

be further from resonance.

But what about Warby Parker’s other audiences?

We find on their site exactly what we’d hope to see from a company 

committed to making people the hero. Their culture page lays out 

the company’s ground rules:

• Treat customers the way we’d like to be treated. 

• Create an environment where employees can think big,  
have fun, and do good.

• Get out there.

• Green is good.

They’re not trying to reach everyone. They’re speaking to someone 

who shares these values and personality. In each case, Warby 
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Warby Parker fosters resonance with each audience and at every 

touchpoint. They want their customer, employee, and community6 

to get gotten.

To my knowledge, companies like Warby Parker, Zappos, Southwest 

Airlines, and Spanx, never used a tool like the Narrative Thinking 

Framework. But what we see when we superimpose the Framework 

over each of these companies is a deep commitment to each of the 

audiences they serve. They use different language for each, but 

they all view their audience as the hero. Whether they’re trying to 

engage their consumers or their employees, they understand the 

person, where she is, where she wants to be, and the struggles she 

seeks to overcome.

Whether you’re launching a product, company, or service, use the 

Framework as a strategic guide for engaging the audiences you 

need to reach. That way, when your audience encounters your Big 

Idea, they will feel known. They will get that you get them. Having 

gotten gotten, they will become loyal fans and tell their friends. 

It’s no longer just you with your Big Idea. You’re less alone. You’re 

developing a following.

Parker seeks resonance—their respective audience gets that Warby 

Parker gets them.

And just below their fourth ground rule, we read where Warby 

Parker names their heroes:

“Our customers, employees, community and environment 

are our stakeholders. We consider them in every decision 

that we make.”

And for those looking to work at Warby Parker, where so many 

company websites still feature a “careers” link, we read the 

following, written in the voice of a  prospective employee:

“I want to work for Warby Parker. Where do I sign up?”

To which Warby Parker replies:

“Well, that makes our day. Head over to the jobs page 

to learn about openings.”

Warby Parker uses this little piece of real estate within their site 

to begin a dialogue with their prospective employee. The whole 

experience is what we expect from a company that made others, 

as opposed to the product and profit, the hero of their story.
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The Real Hero
Steve Jobs said, “A lot of times, people don’t know what they 

want until you show it to them.” So far as electronic devices 

are concerned, Jobs knew his audience better than they knew 

themselves. Jobs viewed his audience as his hero, but he didn’t 

turn to them for guidance on how to make Apple products. He 

knew what his audience needed better than they did. That needs 

to be your goal too. 

Immerse yourself in your audience. Know them better than they 

know themselves, and let this knowledge inspire innovation 

within the development of your idea. But don’t let your audience 

dictate how you grow and mature your Big Idea. I’ve known 

entrepreneurs and thought leaders to not share an idea with 

anyone, including their own spouse, for a year or more. Doing so 

can be discouraging and the feedback you receive may dilute the 

distinctive characteristics that set your idea apart from others. 

At all costs, preserve your unique personality!  

Up until this point I’ve emphasized the importance of making 

your audience the hero, and warned against our tendency to make 

your idea the hero. When it comes to talking to others about your 

Big Idea, you must make them the hero, and using the Narrative 

Thinking Framework gives you a tool for doing so.

But the real inspiration for doing all of this work is your belief in 

your idea. Your relationship to your idea is what Joseph Campbell 

called a “mentor” or “guide” to the true hero—think Yoda’s 

relationship to Luke Skywalker, or Ron Weasley to Harry Potter.

When you reach out to your audience and talk about your Big 

Idea, they not only feel like a hero, they see something within 

you: a genuine belief in your Big Idea. They can tell. They look in 

your eyes and see someone wholly committed to an idea and the 

effect it can have in the lives of others. Sharing your idea isn’t just 

a way for you to make a buck. It’s an act of generosity. 
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The Payoff
Hopefully you’re starting to see many applications for the 

Framework. Use it to guide every aspect of your service, design 

of your physical environments, communication strategies, hiring 

and onboarding, and any other touchpoint that influences a 

person’s experience with your Big Idea. 

The payoff for putting this book into practice is seeing your 

audience come alive with the same vigor that’s driving you to 

share your Big Idea. 

You’ll get that they get you. You and your idea will no longer be 

alone. You’ll have the momentum, energy, resources, and talent 

you need to move your Big Idea forward.

Don’t be surprised if this process feels challenging or even 

confusing at first. As with anything that’s unfamiliar, you’ll find 

that you grow more comfortable with this approach as you put it 

into practice. More than anything, you’ll see how this approach 

enables others to connect with you and your Big Idea. That will 

be all the proof you need. Once you have this experience, you’ll 

never look back. I promise.

I love hearing how people put these tools into practice. Please 

share your stories with me, or write with any other questions or 

comments you have. I look forward to hearing from you.

You can reach me at andrew@afrobinson.com.
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Appendix
1 By “Big Idea” I mean that you have a project, product, or program you’re trying to push forward throughout the day. It can be as small as an 

initiative you plan to propose to the school board at your child’s school, or as large as a company that will revolutionize how we travel. What 

matters is that your Big Idea is big to you.

2 Resonance is the ultimate form of engagement. I’ll unpack its neurological underpinnings and implications for our work in greater detail in the 

resources I release exclusively to my mailing list. If you haven’t already, go to afrobinson.com to join.

3 Sign up for my mailing list for further insights about research methods you can use to gain deep insights into the people you seek to reach.

4 Sign up for my mailing list for further insights into other applications for the Narrative Thinking Framework.

5 Your use of pronouns in written and spoken communication reveal your true hero. Read the copy on your website. Does it talk mostly about you, 

or does it speak to your customers?

6 Warby Parker engages in a number of socially conscious initiatives, everything from donating a pair of glasses for every pair sold, to supporting 

local little league baseball teams.




