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Abstract 

In recent years, research on storytelling has developed in organization studies. Storytelling is 
shown in the context of the management that is engineering the organizational change. Moreover, it 
is especially shown in the context of the efforts that the leader makes to help his subordinates 
understand the ramifications of the changes that are sought to be introduced in the organization. 
However, organizational storytelling does not only imply downward communication flowing from 
the leader to the other members but also interactive storytelling that occurs between the members of 
the organization. Therefore, in this paper, we will explain storytelling in the organization from a 
viewpoint different from that of established studies. 

Introduction 

In recent years, research on storytelling has gained prominence in organizational study circles, 
particularly with regard to how storytelling is used toward effecting organizational changes. 
However, storytelling on the organizational level is not merely an innovation tool. Instead, there are 
various stories circulating within an organization, and the reality of the organization stems from the 
same. Therefore, in this paper, we will explain organizational storytelling from a viewpoint that 
differs from the one employed in established studies on the subject. Especially, we will show the 
relationship between organizational storytelling and organizational reality. 

 
First, we explain the established view stemming from past research on storytelling. Second, we 

show an alternative viewpoint from that adopted in existing storytelling research. We do not focus 
on an established study that views storytelling as a leadership tool or a tool that effects 
organizational change but on how various stories are formed within an organization and on the 



organization’s reality, which gives rise to various stories. Finally, on the basis of such a theoretical 
background, we explain the result of an interview with the CSIRT (Computer Security Incident 
Response Team). The CSIRT is an organization of trusted computer incident response teams that 
cooperatively handle computer security incidents and promote incident-prevention programs. As 
these incidents constantly occur in new forms, responding to them is difficult. Therefore, when an 
incident occurs in the CSIRT, its members assign a meaning to the effect of the incident. At this 
point, the members analyze the incident in the light of a recent incident through storytelling based 
on their current experiences and decide upon appropriate countermeasures. In this manner, the 
organization’s reality is constructed through storytelling. 

The Established Perspective of Storytelling Research 

In this section, we describe the various developments in the research on organizational 
storytelling. Since the year 2000, various researchers have studied organizational storytelling from 
the perspective of leadership development. The research work carried out by S. Denning is 
particularly notable as it is based on his experience of the innovations introduced in the World Bank 
(Denning, 2001, 2004a, 2004b; Brown et al., 2005), and it is on the basis of his research that the 
general research on organizational storytelling has been developed. 

 
Organizational storytelling is defined as the conveyance of a concept or thought through a story. 

The storytelling has been found to resonate with the listener’s mind more effectively when it is 
based on the narrator’s experience or an event that he or she is familiar with1

 

. The feature of this 
form of storytelling is that it hits a chord with the listener and is thus etched more deeply on his or 
her memory in comparison to a mere statement of fact. Further, past research on the topic has 
enumerated four situations in which such storytelling is found to be effective: (1) when one is 
striving to make oneself understood, (2) when one is attempting to communicate the concept of 
values, (3) when one is trying to spark the action necessary for a revolution, and (4) when one is 
aiming to lead toward the future. 

Moreover, Mai and Akerson (2003) deem the following eight points as important steps followed 
by leaders when telling a story: (1) telling the story at an opportune moment, i.e., when a moment to 
try something new has occurred, (2) incorporating values and common sense into the contents of the 
story, (3) making the employees a leading part, (4) making “all” the people who belongs to the 
organization feel “I am a character in the drama,” (5) making the recognized competitor the enemy 
in the story, (6) turning the past into the prologue of a new story, (7) marking the present as a start 
(or midway point) of a journey toward a specific goal, and (8) marking the future as a goal 
(destination). 
 

                                                 
1 The importance of the story form with regard to men’s ideas and actions is discussed in various areas (Atkinson, 
1995; Bruner, 2002; McKee, 2003; and Guber, 2007).  



The construction of the weather radar dome in Mt. Fuji is as a typical case in which the 
abovementioned elements of storytelling were employed by the leader to motivate his workers. The 
construction of the weather radar dome in Mt. Fuji was to be carried out with the objective of 
preventing a repeat of the catastrophic tragedy caused by the typhoon. However, the construction of 
the dome was a very difficult task, and the construction workers, who naturally feared for their own 
physical safety, were out of spirits. At that time, the leader sought to motivate them by addressing 
them thus (Noda, 2007): 
 

This is a once-in-a-lifetime chance to boast to posterity. The radar of Mt. Fuji is the work we 
aim at! If the radar can be constructed at the top of Mt. Fuji, it will be visible from the 
Shinkansen. When they see it, you can tell your family, “I made that.”  

 
The construction workers who heard this story imagined the social praise they would be 

showered with after its construction, and this helped improve their work motivation. 
 

Moreover, the case of the revolution at the World Bank can be cited as a concrete example of the 
part played by storytelling in an organizational revolution (Denning, 2004b; Brown et al., 2005). In 
1996, Denning worked at the World Bank, which is a world organization that aims at the resolution 
of poverty in the lesser developed countries of the world. It is an organization that has acted as a 
financing institution for troubled countries since a long time. Denning began to try to introduce 
knowledge management into the World Bank from the perspective of future crises when he was 
made the manager of the information section in February 1996. He tried to change the profile of the 
World Bank as not just a financing but also a knowledge-sharing organization. However, the World 
Bank resisted the revolution at first, and all the employees were skeptical of the value of knowledge 
management and thus uncooperative with regard to its introduction. Therefore, persuading the 
organization’s members to cooperate positively with his efforts to introduce knowledge 
management became an important challenge for Denning. At first, he tried to convince the members 
of the benefits of knowledge management through a logical and detailed presentation comprising 
charts and graphs, but doing so proved rather ineffectual. However, when mulling over his failure, a 
thought flashed through his imagination. He incorporated an event that had occurred in Zambia into 
a short story. When he told this story to the organization’s members, they were convinced of the 
usefulness of knowledge management, and thus the knowledge management revolution was sparked 
off in the World Bank (Brown et al., 2005: 104).  
 

“In June 1995, a health worker in a tiny town in Zambia logged on to the website for the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta, Georgia, and got the answer to a 
question on how to treat malaria. Now this was June 1995, not June 2015. This was not the 
capital of Zambia, but a tiny small village 600 kilometers away. And this was not a rich 
country: this was Zambia, one of the poorest countries in the world. But the most important 
part of this picture for us in the World Bank is this: that the World Bank isn’t in the picture. We 



don’t have our know-how organized in such a way that we could share our knowledge with the 
millions of people in the world who make decisions about poverty. But just imagine if we did. 
Just imagine if we got organized to share our knowledge in that way, just think what an 
organization we could become.” 

 
Through the story of Zambia, each member became acquainted with the new image of the World 

Bank after the introduction of knowledge management into the organization. In addition, the same 
story came to be applied to other scenarios by the members who had heard the story first hand, and 
thus, the movement to introduce knowledge management spread throughout the organization.  

 
The above incident is an example of how storytelling is viewed as a means for the organization to 

launch a successful revolution. The narrator and the listener can share an experience with each other 
through the story, thus making the storytelling an effective medium of communication. To put it in 
a nutshell, the most important point of the established storytelling research is that the effectiveness 
of a story hinges on whether the organization’s members are able to imagine the results of the 
organizational change or are able to envisage their own efforts toward achieving the targeted 
revolution when the leader narrates the story. 

Various Stories and Organizational Reality 

As pointed out above, the research on organizational storytelling is explored primarily from the 
aspect of leadership, which has a dominant position. This is because Denning, the famous 
storytelling consultant positively introduced the storytelling format based on his experience and 
research results.  

 
Thus, storytelling is shown in the context of the management that is engineering the 

organizational change. Moreover, it is especially shown in the context of the efforts that the leader 
makes to help his subordinates understand the ramifications of the changes that are sought to be 
introduced in the organization. However, organizational storytelling does not only imply downward 
communication flowing from the leader to the other members but also interactive storytelling that 
occurs between the members of the organization.  

 
For example, through the participant observation of copy machine repairmen, Orr (1996) 

discovered the following fact. In their regular meetings, the company mechanics exchanged stories 
of their experiences or “war stories” (sagas of incredible repairing jobs).” That is, they conversed 
about their experiences with regard to the breakdown of copy machines, in which they referred to 
the problems in the copy machines as “the enemy.” Moreover, they did not talk about the general 
problems that could be found in copy machines but about the action they had taken in specific and 
concrete situations.  

 



There are three reasons that a repairer does like trainer manuals: (1) it is much easier to 
understand another person talking about a subject than it is to read any document pertaining to it, 
(2) one does not know what problems one is going to encounter until one comes across them, and 
(3) a lot of learning occurs in the interaction between people (Brown et al., 2005: 104: 19). Thus, 
the copy machine repairmen did not learn any repair and maintenance methods from the training 
manuals prepared by the company; rather, they understood the same through the knowledge sharing 
that resulted from the specific work experience recounted by each worker. 

 
Kiyomiya (2009) high-lighted two points with regard to the storytelling related to corporate 

scandals: (1) the scandal does not stem from flaws in individual character or ability but is a product 
of the language activity occurring in the organization, and (2) it is thought that any scandal does not 
emanate from the organizational culture itself but from the language activity that forms the 
organizational culture. In other words, he explained the need to consider the standpoint of language 
practice in the context of a socially constructed organizational scandal. In the light of this 
standpoint, organizational scandal does not appear to be a special phenomenon. Rather, it is an 
ordinary phenomenon that results from problems in communication and the interpersonal 
relationships between organizational members. Further, Kiyomiya showed that such scandals are 
generated by interactive storytelling between the members. That is, this research suggests that a 
dynamic meaning is generated through the discussions on a story among the organization members, 
and as a result, a certain image of the organization is constructed, which leads to a scandal. 

 
The above researches of Orr (1996) and Kiyomiya (2009) differ from the typical storytelling 

research that pays attention to the lead in that they concentrate on the aspect of the construction of 
an organization’s reality through the interactive storytelling conducted by a variety of the 
organization’s members. The social constructionism research—Berger and Luckmann (1966) would 
be an example—exists as a research on organizational reality. According to these researchers, the 
construction of organizational reality differs with each organizational member because the 
members’ position, background, and values are complex. Moreover, such reality is constructed 
through language (Burr, 1995). Language is not simply a communication tool; in fact, each of us 
builds our world through the use of language.  

 
On the basis of the above outcomes of social constructionism—namely reality and 

language—recently, there has been a spate of researches paying attention to the various forms of 
storytelling found in organizations (Orr, 1996; Denning, 2001, 2004; Brown et al., 2004; Takai, 
2009). These studies have found that various different stories pertaining to the same event co-exist 
and overlap. 

 
As a concrete development of these arguments, there have been many studies in recent years that 

have used Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of polyphony (Boje, 1995; Ramsey, 2008; Shotter, 2008; 
Sullivan and McCarthy, 2008; Letiche, 2010). On the basis of the analysis in Dostoyevsky’s novel, 



Bakhtin put forth his concept of polyphony (Bakhtin, 1984: 208):  
 

“multiplicity of independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses … each with equal 
rights and its own world [that] combine, but do not merge, into the unity of an event”  

 
Specifically, not just the voice of the hero, but the voice of another person present there (and the 

author’s voice) are heard, which are configured to fold into reality and diversity (Takahashi, 2010).  
Similarly, in organizations, it is not a single voice but a juxtaposition of various voices that 

simultaneously tell stories. Therefore, Bakhtin’s idea has been extensively used in the formulation 
of organizational theory in recent years. For example, there was Polyphony and Dialogism as Ways 
of Organizing Conference in 2006, and special issue “Polyphony and Organization Studies” in 
Organization Studies in March 2008.  

 
For instance, Ramsey (2008) pays attention to polyphony in management (MBA students’) 

education. A lot of people think that a general MBA education is synonymous with the acquisition 
of the best practices. Therefore, it is thought that the teaching material has been decided by one 
predominant voice. However, according to the research of Ramsey, an actual MBA education is the 
result of the discussions between the professors and their adult students. Moreover, every time there 
is a class discussion on a subject, the conclusion is found to vary even when the teaching material is 
the same. 

 
There are three common features in these conference presentations and theses: (1) in every 

organization, there exists a variety of voices, (2) these voices do not converge to a single voice and 
are simultaneously present, and (3) reality is constructed from the various voices prevalent in the 
organization.  

 
However, as shown in Weick’s organizing process (Weick, 1979), it is necessary to think that in 

any organization, the reality (legitimate story) is constructed on the basis of various stories, and 
other stories are lost. Therefore, it may be necessary to conduct research on whether a particular 
story has legitimacy among the diverse stories with respect to the organizational reality.  

 
Therefore, in the next section, we describe the situation in which various polyphonic stories are 

present. We include the convergence process in our description in order to explain the case. 

Case: Computer Security Incident Response Team 

 

On the basis of the concerns raised in the previous sections, we researched a Computer Security 
Response Team Group (CSIRT) from November 2009 through February 2010. We interviewed two 
handlers (people actually responding to security problems) and a manager of the CSIRT.  



 

On the basis of these interviews, we will explain two points: (1) construction of reality with 
regard to a security incident in the CSIRT, (2) the difference between the manager’s and handler’s 
conception of reality and ascription of vulnerability in the accident.  

First, (1) is concerning the correspondence and the triage related to the security incident. New 
facets keep coming to the fore in any security incident. Therefore, at first, the handler tries to 
understand the situation. Next, he analyzes the degree of the threat posed by such incidents and 
decides to ascribe one of the three triage stages (high, medium, or low).

 

 This action has been 
deemed the priority of the incident, and is the first to be addressed. However, this triage is verified 
by the team meeting in which questions such as “why did you ascribe this stage?” and “what is the 
degree of this incident’s influence?” are asked. Since the definite cause of incidents is always 
unknown, it follows that incident interpretation is always ambiguous, and thus there is no objective 
standard for ascribing a triage stage for any incident that occurs in the CSIRT as well. 

In this interview, the triage stage ascribed by a handler on the discovery of a certain incident and 
the process by which the ascribed triage stage acquired legitimacy during the meeting is verified. 
Especially, polyphonic voices and abstrictions in the meeting are shown. The important points, as 
previously noted, are that as there is no objective standard for the determination of the triage stage; 
the criteria employed is the difference in the members’ experience and interest and the veracity of 
the story toward acquiring legitimacy in the meeting. Through our

 

 tour of the triage setting, we will 
show how organizational reality is constructed. 

 

Further, in (2), we show the difference between an experienced manager’s and a newcomer 
handler’s perception of vulnerability after the vulnerability is determined on the Internet system. 
We find that due to a difference of perception, their stories differ even though they have both 
witnessed the same event. We will discuss this aspect after comparing their stories. 

 

The manager had previous experience of vulnerability since he had worked as a researcher in a 
group of companies before joining the CSIRT and could thus assess vulnerability competently. On 
the other hand, because the handler had little prior experience before joining CSIRT (this 
vulnerability case he was handling had occurred within the first nine months of his joining); 
moreover, his work mainly revolved around computer system operations. We clarify the difference 
between these two people’s realities on the basis of the story that talks about “vulnerability” and the 
process whereby their realities are shared. 

  

For instance, the new figure handler is answering our question related to his assessment of 
vulnerability as follows:  

When I asked a researcher of the code, he said “It's a matter of course that the code broke.” I 
was surprised to hear this because I thought, except for some extraordinary reason, the code 



is always safe. For example, the update of Windows is just an adjustment of the vulnerability. 
Therefore, I had not given thought to the possibility of an attack on or breaking of code. 

  

 

Therefore, the handler had to consider how to deal with the vulnerability when it was discovered. 
However, the experienced manager had different criteria by which to judge the degree of 
vulnerability: 

 

There is handling of about one a year of the vulnerability before disclosure the public. 
Therefore, this is a routine. Of course, the frequency is little and the scale of effect is large. 

Conclusion 

From this case, we can glean that irrespective of whether the term “vulnerability” has a 
seemingly clear definition, there is a difference in the organizational members’ perception of 
reality. Further, the reality of an organization is increasingly being based on their individual reality 
stories. 

In this paper, we put forth an alternative perspective from the established critique regarding 
storytelling research and the relationship between polyphonic stories and the construction of 
organizational reality. In addition, we introduced concrete cases of CSIRT.  

 
Readers might just undergo a deja vu as regards the alternative ideas that have been presented 

here. For example, Checkland (1981) of Soft Systems Methodology and Critical System Thinking 
flow has certain similarities with this study with regard to the source of conception. Of course, the 
handling of text language, attitude, and paying of attention to facts and artifacts and their 
relationships is still necessary and will be discussed in more detail in future researches. 
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