FIVE EASY STEPS TO DEVELOP
YOUR ORIGIN STORY
By Kari Olivier

THE FIVE KEY ELEMENTS OF A
WINNING ORIGIN STORY
The best origin stories are authentic and memorable, and they
include five key ingredients:
Novel, breakthrough idea:

Evidence of dogged focus.
You saw something—a
solution—that others didn’t.

Sign of struggle:

It got hard, and you
mustered the grit to
weather the storm
and persevere.

Bold, risky move:

Where you put yourself
out there, took a
measured leap and laid it
on the line.

Enduring hook:

An interesting, catchy
and memorable
anecdote you tell time
and again—and
it sticks.

The payoff:

The “we’ve got
this” moment.
How you came
out at the end a
winner.

Our origin stories are powerful because they humanize us or our brand and foster our emotional
connections with others. Whether you’re creating a story for your business or creating your
personal brand, the story, when done well, will reveal a level of authenticity and vulnerability that
comes from your core. Your story will be easily remembered and feel real.

ENDURING HOOK

Is there a memorable anecdote you tell often about how you
got your start?
Think of that story you tell time and again that sticks.
Think about an entertaining story or anecdote that ties to how
you got started. It should be pithy, quick and easy to tell. It
doesn’t have to tie directly to your company vision or your value
proposition—if it’s interesting, listeners will likely remember it when
they think of you and your company.

CHEAT SHEET

DO:

Make it short, memorable
and conversational, yet
rich with the right detail.
This is the story you share
at a cocktail party.

DON’T:

Try to shoehorn any
facts or figures into this
anecdote or use jargon or
marketing speak.

IF YOU’RE STUCK:

Ask yourself, What
seemingly insignificant
thing that happened along
the way still sticks in my
mind? What story about
how I got started do I
share over and over with
my friends and family?

SIGN OF STRUGGLE

What hardscrabble experiences did you weather?
This will help you showcase your work ethic and, more
specifically, your grit.
An American colloquialism from the 1800s, the word
“hardscrabble” means “a barren place where a livelihood can be
obtained only under great hardship and difficulty.” Where did you
struggle along your path? Where were you stretched thin?
How did you stick it out to reach your goal?

CHEAT SHEET

DO:
Be real. Be vulnerable. Dig
deep for this story.

DON’T:

Exaggerate. You don’t
have to “walk a mile in
the snow in bare feet to
school every day” to have
a challenger or underdog
company story. Don’t be
afraid to seem vulnerable
or susceptible. It’s in
this space that the true
hardscrabble part of your
story lives.

IF YOU’RE STUCK:

Ask yourself, Where did it
get hard? Where did you
think, “Um, what the hell
am I doing?” Where did
you want to throw in
the towel?

A NOVEL, BREAKTHROUGH IDEA
What were you committed to doing differently?

Here’s where your values shine through. More than
ever, people care about why and how you do business.
What problem were you trying to solve when you decided to do
what you’re doing? What gap were you trying to fill? What did you
care most about? Make your answer as specific as you can. An
answer like “I wanted to put the client at the center of everything!”
won’t work. It’s too generic. Take it to another level of granularity,
and see what you come up with.

CHEAT SHEET

DO:

Be specific. Where did you
see a different path and
decide to take it? Tell that
story. This part of your origin story should feel core
to your beliefs. Listeners
who know you and/or your
company should think,
“Yep, I get that.”

DON’T:

Put any marketing flair
whatsoever on this aspect
of your story. And
steer clear of politics and
religion (unless, of course,
you’re a political or
religious organization).

IF YOU’RE STUCK:

Think of things that are
going on that you don’t
support, don’t like or don’t
stand for. How do your
values (this applies to personal OR company values)
buck that system?

A BOLD, RISKY MOVE

Where did you stick your neck out or take a risk?
We tend to admire those who take smart and
calculated risks—especially when they pay off.
Here’s the part of your story where you have a belief that’s not
yet proven, and you step to the end of the diving board and jump
because you have faith that you’re right. Question 3 maps to your
values and core beliefs; Question 4 is about what you’re willing to
risk to see them through.

CHEAT SHEET

DO:

Ask yourself, Where did
I put it all on the line and
take a calculated risk?

DON’T:

Stand on a soapbox or
sound too preachy. Your
bold, risky move should
feel either attainable (like
Jute) or admirable (like
Sara Blakely and Spanx).
But not lofty, misguided or
self-focused.

IF YOU’RE STUCK:

Was there a juncture
somewhere (sometimes
these are clearer to see
looking back than in the
moment) where you took a
stand? This will feel a little
like “I never liked x, y or
z—and I talked a lot about
it, and this is where I finally did something about it.”
What did you do?

THE PAYOFF

Where was your first “we’ve got this!” moment?
Your first triumph is a compelling payoff for your
origin story.
Think about how you feel when that Olympic athlete sticks her
landing. You cheer, right? Now think about your own version of
sticking that landing. You stood by your values and beliefs, acted
with grit, and took risks. What was the first moment when you knew
it was all worth it?

CHEAT SHEET

DO:

Uncover your first big win.
This is a turning point in
your story. Be specific
about what that moment
looked like, what was at
stake and how much it
meant to succeed.

DON’T

Bury, diminish or reduce
this part of your story, and
especially don’t credit
your success to dumb
luck. You got to this payoff
because you had a belief,
an idea and, most likely,
other people who helped
you push to your first
victory.

IF YOU’RE STUCK:

Talk to the people who
were around you during
the early days—your
parents, your spouse, your
team. They can help fill in
gaps and remind you what
those days felt like.

ADDING IT ALL UP
Okay, so you’ve gone through each of the five questions, logged your
answers, taken thoughtful, thorough notes, and read some brand
storytelling examples. How do you put it all together in an engaging way?
Take a look at how our Jute Creative origin story came together below.

JUTE CREATIVE’S ORIGIN STORY:
OUR ENDURING HOOK

When Julie Bosack and I first talked about launching our own agency, we
were having lunch at a Portland restaurant called Davis Street Tavern. We
were excited about our future, and we even sketched out the beginnings
of our business plan on, you guessed it, a cocktail napkin.
Davis Street Tavern closed its doors in 2016, but we will always
remember it for that day, that lunch and the important decision we made.
And how ironic—and completely not intentional—that our logo looks a lot
like the Davis Street Tavern logo!

OUR HARD-FOUGHT STRUGGLE

When we started Jute Creative, we couldn’t afford to hire a developer,
designer, or writer to build our own custom website, much less how to
write a company profile for a small business. But as a communications
agency, we knew that’s exactly what we needed. So Julie and I rolled up
our sleeves. I wrote and Julie designed the first iteration of our website,
using a simple, template-based web service.
We paid dear friend and rad independent designer Sarah Reed a humble
fee to create our logo and brand personality. Sarah took a reduced fee
because she believed in our little startup, and now she gets pretty much
all the work she wants from Jute.

OUR NOVEL BREAKTHROUGH IDEA

We were driven to clear out the clutter and competing priorities and lean on
the power of team chemistry to assemble kick-ass teams of creatives who
connect with clients and make great stuff.
After researching the gig economy, the productivity levels of happy
people and the science behind teamwork, we created an agency model
built on trust, team chemistry and the satisfaction of doing great work for
clients.

OUR BOLD RISKY MOVE

At Jute, our risky move was to put our full weight behind our belief in our
business model. Like most people, we have families and mortgages and
car payments. But we didn’t start safe and slow. We believed with all our
hearts in our innovative model, and we took the risk to start a business.
We developed a pitch deck, an elevator speech and a proposal template.
We pitched our unique model and used the brilliant questions that clients
and prospects asked us to refine and fine-tune our processes. Neither
of us will forget where we were when we won our first piece of business,
lead our first big workshop or landed our first Fortune 100 client.

OUR PAYOFF

Early on, we got a lot of questions about teams. Prospective clients
asked, “If you work only with freelancers, how will you ensure that I’ll get
the team I want?” (A good question, by the way.)
The most delightful and surprising key learning in starting an agency
in the draft of the gig economy, and during an era where the very way
people work is changing, is this: When teams (whether client or creative

teams) are making or doing things that are challenging or rewarding,
are being treated with respect, and are feeling appreciated and fairly
compensated, they tend to stick together. We’ve got the same amazing
teams in place serving the same amazing clients, and if something
doesn’t work out, we address it—our agile model makes it easy for us
to do just that.

NOW, GO BACK TO THE START—
YOUR START!
We’re not saying this is easy stuff, but the questions and business story
examples above should give you a good start. And yes, crafting your own
engaging and original origin story takes work and practice. Your story
may not come together overnight, but neither did your company. The
good news is your origin story is inside of you. Tease it out. Test it out.
Trot it out. And refine it over and over until you have it right. Share it with
your family and friends. Ask your employees for their input. Go on a walk
and think about it. Your story will develop, and before you know it, your
customers, employees and partners will hear it and will likely feel a more
meaningful connection with you because of it.
Now it’s your turn. Tell us yours.
If you need additional help, look to the greats for inspiration—Patagonia,
Nike, Spanx and many others—or reach out to Jute Creative. We’d be
happy to help.
jutecreative.com

