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Story Telling 



“telling a story” 



Stories: 

True? Or False? 
How do we know where 

a story falls along the 
continuum of truth? 
 
 



Storytelling in 
Voirdire: Listen 
to Juror’s story 



Why Storytelling?  
Keith Belzer: “Jurors will try to figure out why people 
acted in the way they did. If we do not provide 
that structure, jurors will provide it on their own.” 



But why Storytelling?  

Storytelling allows us to set the stage, cast 
the players, create the mood, and put into 
place a tailored framework that will affect 
the manner in which each juror will perceive 
all that is to follow. By creating a framework, 
we guide jurors’ imaginations with our story 
resulting in many if not most of the jurors 
interpreting the evidence in the context of 
our story. 
    -Stephen Lindsay 



What is Story? 
“A story is also a metaphor, a 

model of some aspect of human 
behavior. It is a thought machine, 
by which we test out our ideas 
and feelings about some human 
quality and try to learn more 
about it.” 
Christopher Vogler 

 
 



Story Form of Persuasion 
“When we use the story form of 

persuasion in trial work, we are 
engaging the jurors with a 
thought machine that will frame 
and drive our story forward.” 
Keith Belzer 

 



Elements  
of Story: 

Plot (Shape) 
Themes 
Conflict 

(Verisimilitude) 
Character 

(Archetypes) 
Setting 



Elements of 
Storytelling: 

Shape 
Themes 
Verisimilitude 
Archetypes 
Setting 



Shape: the Narrative Arc 



Kurt Vonnegut 

 Man in Hole 
 But it needn’t be about a man 

or about a hole 

 Boy Gets Girl 
 But it needn’t be that, its just a 

way to remember it 

 Most Popular Story 
 Cinderella 

 



Hero’s Journey 



1. Ordinary World 
 
2. Call to Adventure 
 
3. Refusal  
 
4. Mentor/Helper 
 
5. Crossing the Threshold 

Act 1 
 
 



6. Tests, Allies & Enemies 
 
7. Approach 
 
8. Crisis/Ordeal 
 
9. Seizing the Reward 

Act 2 
 



10. Road Back 
 
11. Climax/Resurrection 
 
12. Return w/ Elixir 

Act 3 
 



James’s 
Journey 



Story can help 
shape your  
Theory of 
Defense 



Government’s Story: 



Government’s Story: 

 Motive 
 Eye Witness & Video Evidence 
 “Confession” 



digging into 
Discovery  
& doing  
Investigation 



What do we find? 
 State’s Main Witness: 

 After arrested for dealing heroin 
and asked by cops about this old 
homicide, he says:                          

“I Don’t Want 
to F--- Myself” 



Why would anyone 
say that? 

Afraid? 
Afraid he’ll be 

blamed? 
Knows he’s guilty? 

 



Beginning of a story 
When first questioned by cops he says:  
“I don’t want to Fuck myself” 

Then he meets with his Lawyer 
After meeting with his lawyer he tells LEO: 
“Huttie told me he did it.” 

After getting deal he tells LEO: 
“TJ is Huttie.” 



Robbery 

Phone 
Calls 

Chicago 
Arrest 

Controlled 
Buys 

Arrested 

Lawyer 

1.2.12 

5.5.12 

1.15.12 

Nov. 2011  –  Jan. 
2012 

4.26.12 – 5.21.12 

5.21.12 

5.22.12 

6.07.12 

7.31.12 

8.24.12 

Omar 
killed 

I don’t 
want to 

 F - - -  
myself. 

Huttie 
told me 
he did it 

TJ is 
Huttie. 

Background for 
Defense Story: 
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July 2012: 
Huttie did it. 

Hawkins 
1.25.13 

Herron 
7.16.13 

Christiansen 
8.29.12 

Robinso
n 

1.17.14 

Swager 
12.31.13 

Pover
ud 

9 3 13 

September 
TJ said he  did it. 

December  2013 
TJ said he did it. 

January 2014 
TJ said he did it. 

January 
2013 

TJ said he 
did it. 

July 2013 
TJ Said 

he did it. 

August 2012: 
TJ said he did it. 

Government’s Story:  
-TJ told seven (7) 
people he did it 



Keep Digging, 
Digging, Digging 



Kelly 

Kyle 
8.28.12 

Hawkins 
1.25.13 

Herron 
7.16.13 

Christiansen 
8.29.12 

Robinso
n 

1.17.14 

Swager 
12.31.13 

Pover
ud 

9 3 13 

  
they  
are  
all  
linked 
to  
Dealer 

 I Don’t 
Want to  
F _ _ _ 
Myself. 



Stories show 
facts,  
they don’t 
make 
conclusions. 

Give them 2+2, not 4 

Let them  
chew their own food 



Kelly 

Kyle 
8.28.12 

5/22/12 
 I Don’t Want 

to F _ _ _ 
Myself. 

Talked 
to 
Casey’s 
sisters 

Talked with 
his girlfriend 

Cellmates 
with Byron 
Robinson 

Talked with 
brother  
• In court 
• In jail 
• Via visitors 

Housed 
together and 
worked 
together for 1 
year 

Talked to 
Hawkins when 
they were 
housed 
together 

Friends 

7/31/12 
Huttie 
did it. 

Supplied 
with 
Dope 

Hawkins 
1.25.13 

Herron 
7.16.13 

Calls 
Christiansen 

8.29.12 

Robinso
n 

1.17.14 

Swager 
12.31.13 

Pover
ud 

9 3 13 

Friends Cellmates 

Defense theory:  
-seven (7) criminals 
who are all 
connected to 
dealer, all blame 
the same guy to get 
themselves out of 
trouble 



Robbery 

Phone 
Calls 

Chicago 
Arrest 

Controlled 
Buys 

Arreste
d 

Lawyer 

1.2.12 

5.5.12 

1.15.12 

Nov. 2011  –  Jan. 
2012 

4.26.12 – 5.21.12 

5.21.12 

5.22.12 

6.07.12 

7.31.12 

8.24.12 

Omar 
killed 

I don’t 
want to 

 F - - -  
myself. 

Huttie 
told me 
he did it. 

TJ  is 
Huttie. Thought machine 

that frames and 
pulls our story 
forward: 
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Stories 
don’t 
argue, 
Stories 
lead. 

Theory is the  
path to Not Guilty 

Story is motivation  
to follow path 



 Qualities of Stories & Leadership: 
Wagner Dodge at Mann Gulch 



Story form in 
your Opening 
Statement 



Story Form 
Arranging the facts of the case, 

in an order that leads to the 
conclusion that the defendant is 
innocent. 



Instead of 
arguing, use 
form, structure 
and the power 
of story in your 
opening 



Common structure for a story 
Once upon a time. . .  
And every day . . .  
Until one day . . .  
As a result of that . . . 
As a result of that . . . 
As a result of that . . .  
As a result of that . . . 
Until finally . . . 
And ever since then . . . 



“Once Upon A time…” 
story form that I used in 
a Child Sexual Assault 
case to help me 
shape my opening. 

Theory as Story: 





Elements of 
Storytelling: 

Shape 
Themes 
Verisimilitude 
Archetypes 
Setting 



Theme: 

A primary theme is a 
word, phrase or simple 
sentence that captures 
the controlling or 
dominant emotion of 
the theory of defense.  



Themes: 

Fear 
 
Protection 
 
Love 
 
Ambition 
 
Shame 
 
Betrayal 
 
Acceptance 



Themes: 
 
Voir Dire 
Opening 
Cross 
Direct 
Closing 



Secondary 
Theme: 

A secondary theme is a word or a 
phrase used to identify, describe or 
label an aspect of the case. 
 
Examples of Secondary  
or Sub-Themes: 
 
A person: “never his fault;” 
An action: “acting as a robot;” 
An attitude: “stung with lust;” 
An approach: “no stone unturned;” 
An omission: “not a rocket scientist;” 
A condition: “too drunk to fish.” 



Elements of 
Storytelling: 

Shape 
Themes 
Verisimilitude 
Archetypes 
Setting 



Verisimilitude: 
Does your story ring true?   

Does it resonate with the jurors? 
Is your Hypothesis reasonable? 



Verisimilitude: 

Collective unconscious: 
Common truths shared by all 

How do you know? 
 

Thinking, Asking and Listening 
 

Experience and Testing 



Elements of 
Storytelling: 

Shape 
Themes 
Verisimilitude 
Archetypes 
Setting 



Archetypes 
The Hero With a 

Thousand Faces 
The Power of Myth 
The Hero’s Journey 



Stephan 
Lindsay: 

“Archetypes are basic, 
fundamental corollaries of 
life which transcend age, 
ethnicity, gender and sex. 
They are truths that virtually 
all people in all walks of life 
can agree upon.” 



Keith Belzer: 

“Every witness that testifies stands 
for something larger than the mere 
words on the page or in the 
courtroom. Every witness has 
motivations and biases that would 
form the background of their 
existence if they were written as 
characters. By finding these 
archetypal meanings we create a 
story that is more palpable, has 
more depth, and is more 
interesting. All toward driving 
forward the story of innocence.” 



Story form & 
Archetypes in 
Cross 
Examination 



Impeachment: Using Story Form 

Today: “TJ said he shot Omar” 

First asked: “I don’t know anything  
about the shooting” 

Spoke to Boyfriend (Dealer) 
100+ times in violation of 

court order  
& got a deal with DA 



Archetypes 

Warrior/Hero      Caregiver 
Mentor         Outlaw 
Threshold Guardian  Lover 
Herald         Every-Person 
Shapeshifter      Jester/Fool 
Shadow        Innocent 
Trickster         



Elements of 
Storytelling: 

Shape 
Themes 
Verisimilitude 
Archetypes 
Setting 



Setting: 

My Profession and that of an 
actor are somewhat akin, 
except that I have no scenes 
to help me and no words are 
written for me to say. There is 
no backcloth to increase the 
illusion. There is no curtain. But 
out of the vivid, living dream of 
somebody else’s life, I have to 
create an atmosphere- for that 
is advocacy. 
   -Sir Edward Marshall Hall 



Court of Law: 
 
Voir Dire 
Opening 
Cross 
Direct 
Closing 



Closing Argument: 
Empowering the 
Heart Believers 



Heart Believers: 

“Heart believers” will fight 
for you and your client, 
persuading others that 
their/your position is right. 
“Heart believers” reflect 
and analyze from the 
perspective of "I am right, 
you are wrong and you 
are going to change your 
mind." 



1. Ordinary World 
 
2. Call to Adventure 
 
3. Refusal 
 
4. Mentor 
 
5. Crossing Threshold 

Act 1 
 
 



6. Tests, Allies & Enemies 
 
7. Approach 
 
8. Ordeal 
 
9. Reward 

Act 2 
 
 



10. Road Back 
 
11. Resurrection 
 
12. Return 

Act 3 
 



Aaron A. Nelson 
Nelson Defense Group 
811 First Street, Suite 101 
Hudson, WI  54016 
 
aaron@nelsondefensegroup.com 
 
www.Nelsondefensegroup.com 
 
Office: 715.386.2694 
Mobile: 612.618.1415 
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