STORY
CIRCLES

A GUIDE TO
AN ANCIENT TOOL FOR MODERN TIMES
BY MICHAEL KASS

ABOUT THIS GUIDE
WHAT
A guide for people interested in learning
more about Story Circles, how to facilitate
them, and different ways to use them. The
idea is to give you a framework within which
you can play, experiment, and build your
own version of the Story Circle.

WHY
Over the past few years, I've had the chance to
facilitate Story Circles for thousands of people.
I've found it to be an incredibly powerful, efficient
way of building community, surfacing shared
narratives, and enhancing communication. I want
more people to have the experience; this is one
way to spread the word!

WHO
You are curious about people and ways to
bring people together. Perhaps you're a
manager, leader, founder, father, mother,
teacher, or any combination thereof. I
know for sure that you're human. And that
means that you're a storyteller!

INTRODUCTION:
WHAT IS A STORY CIRCLE?
A Story Circle is exactly what it sounds like: a group of
people gathered in a circle sharing stories.
There is nothing particularly new about story circles. In
fact, cultural anthropologists studying tribal societies
have found story circles to be a foundational practice of
communities all over the world. I have encountered
story circles at start ups, theater companies, and
community gatherings.
This guide is less a revelation of a groundbreaking new
tool and more an opportunity to share a format and
structure useful in introducing the ancient tool to 21st
century communities, whether they be conferences,
companies, or families. A few things to keep in mind
before we jump in:
1. This is not the be all and end all of Story Circles.
This stuff is old school–play around, modify the format,
adapt it. I guarantee that, as long as you lay a strong
foundation and agreements (more to come on that), you
won’t break the Story Circle or the participants.
This guide springs from my own experience and
research.
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2. This guide springs from my own experience and
research. And there's always more to learn!
Over the past 10 years, I’ve facilitated a ton of these
circles. That said, I’m always open to deepening my
knowledge. If something you read here doesn’t jibe with
your experience or you have questions, please feel free
to reach out!
3. Circle Up Soon!
It’s one thing to read this guide and another to actually
facilitate a Story Circle. I encourage you to put a circle
together as soon as possible so you can see and feel the
technique in practice.
That’s all by way of introduction. Thank you for
downloading this guide. . .and let’s get to it!
With Gratitude,
Michael
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PART I:
PREPARING THE SPACE
Setting the stage and laying the foundation for the Story
Circle is just as, if not more, important than the circle
itself.
You’ll want to create an environment that invites a sense
of trust and comfort, an invitation to explore, share, and
participate. A couple of years ago, I got cocky and
neglected to follow the guidelines below. . .and that was
the only time in years of doing this work that people got
snippy and opted out of the activity.
With that in mind, here are some guidelines to create a
strong container for the Story Circle:
The Physical Space:
If at all possible, set the space so that the circle or
circles can be set up without a table or any other object
coming between people. Tables can interrupt the flow of
energy once the stories start to flow. If you’re in a
situation where the tables are fixed, like a fancy
conference room, you can mitigate their impact by
having people take everything off the table. The idea is
to create as few barriers as possible between people.
In some settings, it may be appropriate to set circles up
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on the floor or ground. In these cases, I usually make
sure that folks have access to cushions, backjacks, or
other tools to help them be more comfortable so that
they can focus on the stories.
When working with a large group that you split into
smaller circles, make sure that the space is large enough
that each circle can have its own space without
interfering with the adjacent group.
The Mental Space: Setting Agreements
Establishing group agreements is essential before
jumping into the activity. The agreements ensure that
everyone is on the same page and willing to participate.
With the agreements, the participants grant themselves
permission to go a bit more deeply into the process than
they might have expected when they entered the room.
There are no hard and fast rules about what the ‘right’
agreements are for a story circle. Below are the ones I
use for all groups:

Story Circle Agreements
The Story Circle is a place of mutual respect and non-judgement. It is a
place for sharing stories, not political or social discussion. That can come
after.
The Story Circle is confidential; what happens in the circle, stays in the
circle unless explicit permission is granted.
We agree to listen deeply to each other and, as much as possible, put our
personal judgements or beliefs aside while taking in other people’s
stories.
Trust the process and yourself. The process of exploring and sharing your
story may be provocative for you. Stick with it!
Allow yourself to be surprised.
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Depending on the make-up of the group, I may add an
agreement or two. ‘Everyone has a story worth telling’ is
a common one. The best guide to this is your own
intuition: what agreements would it be useful for your
group to make when entering into the Story Circle
experience?
Formalizing the agreements doesn’t require a signed
contract. After laying out the agreements, I usually
simply ask the group if they have any questions or wish
to add anything. Then I ask them to opt in by giving a
thumbs up. And that’s that.
Once the space is set and the agreements made, it’s
time to craft some stories!
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PART II:
FINDING & PREPARING STORIES
Entire books could be, and have been, written on how to
help people reconnect with their stories. For the
purposes of our Story Circles, I’ll outline three methods
that you can play with:
Exploring Core Values
If you’re facilitating a Story Circle within an organization,
there’s a good chance that the organization has
articulated its values in some form. Great prompts can
spring from these values. For example, if one of the core
values is ‘integrity,’ you may craft a prompt like ‘Think
about a time that you had to make a difficult decision
that challenged your integrity.’
Exploring Deep Wants
This prompt invites participants to explore a time that
they had a deep desire for something. The idea is to
take them through a series of questions (I usually ask
them to close their eyes) that helps them identify the
desire and delve into it to create a compelling, high
stakes story. Here are examples of the questions:
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What did you want?
How old were you?
Describe the moment that you first realized you
wanted this thing--were there any smells, sights or
other sensations that come to mind?
What did you believe that this thing would do for you?
How would getting it change your life?
What stood between you and the attainment of your
goal?
How did you attempt to overcome that challenge? Did
you have help?
Did your attempt work? If so, did reaching your goal
change your life in the way you hoped it would?
If your attempt didn’t work. . .did you try again?
At the end of all this, what did you learn? How were
you different at the end of the journey than you were
at the beginning?
Visual Prompt
Lay out a selection of photographs on a flat surface such
as a table or wall and ask participants to circulate,
viewing the photos. When they find one that resonates
with them, they can take it and craft a story based on
their reaction.
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Depending on the size of the group and who the
participants are, I usually give folks anywhere from a
few days to 5 minutes to prepare their story.
If it’s a one-off, self-contained event, you may want to
keep the preparation time short. Just give folks a
prompt, take a few minutes to make notes, then jump in
to the circles.
If, however, you’re using Story Circles as part of
something more along the lines of a staff retreat, you
may want to give people a bit more time to prepare.
As with all things Story Circle, follow your instinct and
experiment.
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PART III:
THE STORY CIRCLES
Once the stage is set and material prepared, it’s time to
circle up!
Step 1: Divide into Groups of 5 to 8 People
If you’re working with the intention of creating stronger
connection between people who do not generally
interact with each other, such as people on different
teams in a company, you may want to have these groups
pre-selected. If not, you can simply have people count
off and self divide.
Step 2: Explain the Guidelines
Each group will select a Time-Keeper to ensure that the
circle keeps moving.
Each person will have anywhere from 3 to 7 minutes (the
time is up to you as the organizer) to share their story.
While each person shares their story, they have the
floor. No interruptions or questions. The rest of the
group’s job is to simply listen and give the storyteller
their attention.
These guidelines are important both to keep the activity
within a reasonable amount of time and to create a
strong container for the stories.
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Step 2a: Feedback (optional)
After each story, the storyteller has the option of
soliciting feedback. If this happens, the group will have a
total of two minutes to give feedback.
Feedback in Story Circles is structured to ensure that the
focus remains on the storyteller. All too often, the
feedback we give reflects more on us than on the story
(e.g. ‘Your story made me remember the time that. .
.etc..’).
I’ve also found that people tend to want to edit or ‘fix’
each other’s stories. That type of feedback sends the
message that we haven’t really been listening deeply to
the story and can be damaging to the storyteller. We
don’t want that!
Here are the feedback guidelines I give participants to
ensure that the focus remains on the storyteller:
Share images or moments that stuck with you.
Share what you were curious to know more about.
Share what situations in which you could see the story
being impactful.
Step 3: Facilitate the Experience
As the facilitator, circulate among the groups and listen in.
If you hear feedback that goes against the guidelines,
gently remind people to stick to the ‘rules.’ In addition,
you’ll find that, as each group continues, they may tend to
devolve into conversations instead of story circles. If this
happens, again gently remind folks to stay on track and let
them know that there will be plenty of time to chat
afterwards!
Give groups a 5 minute warning. Then prompt them to
thank each other, wrap up, and come back together as a
larger group.
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A Note on Timing
These groups will almost always run a bit longer than
you anticipate. That’s fine; it means that the stories are
working their magic!
If you’re on a tight schedule, you may want to remind
folks of the time a bit more frequently to ensure that
everyone gets the chance to share their story.
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PART IV:
PROCESSING & WRAP UP
Story Circles are an incredibly versatile and flexible tool!
While the format of the circles themselves tends not to
vary, the processing afterwards can go in any number of
directions depending on your needs. Whatever route you
take, try not to skimp on the processing as it's often
where some of the most powerful moments occur!
Here are a few ideas:
Questions to Inspire Reflection
What did you notice?
What surprised you?
How can this type of experience be useful?
What can you take away from this experience to apply to
your life outside of this room?
Questions to Reveal Shared Values and Narratives
What common themes emerged from your group’s
stories?
What collective values or concerns were embedded in
the stories?
What were the ‘outliers’ or conflicting themes?
If you were to create the ‘collective narrative’ of your
group, what would it be?
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Questions to Build Powerful Listening Skills
What was it like for you to simply listen to the stories
instead of worrying about how to respond?
As a storyteller and speaker, what was it like to have
your words and story received knowing that you had the
floor and would not be interrupted?
How can you translate this experience and style of
communication to your work in teams and in meetings?
Those are ideas to get you started. What other
processing questions or strategies could work for your
group?
Wrapping Up
The Wrap Up is a beautiful opportunity to thank the
participants for their stories and to encourage them to
continue the conversations on their own. Although there
is a fair bit of structure that goes into facilitating the
Story Circles, storytelling itself is a natural, deeply
human way of communicating. Best of all: all humans
naturally have the capacity to do it!
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CONCLUSION:
STORYTELLING CULTURE
The Story Circle is a powerful tool and, at the end of the
day, it is just a tool. In Part IV, we explored a few
different applications of Story Circles. And we have only
scratched the surface!
Ultimately, we move through a world composed of
stories. They are the stories we consume, the stories we
tell others, even the stories we tell ourselves that form
the foundation of our most closely held beliefs. By
coming together to share our stories, we not only forge
stronger relationships with our community, we also
shine a light on the stories that flow around us, often
unrecognized, in each moment.
A 'Storytelling Culture' is one in which the members of
the community are actively engaged in the exploration,
crafting, and sharing both of their own stories as well as
a communal narrative. No individual's story or
contribution is any more or less significant than any
other's and the values, the way-of-being, of the
community arise organically through the stories as they
unfold.
While it may not be realistic (or practical) to hope that
all communities embrace a storytelling culture, my hope
is that participating in a Story Circle gives you the
chance to get a taste of what it feels like to share
something true about yourself, be heard, and listen
deeply. There are few things more magical than that.
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