
© 2016 Brian Remer, The Firefly Group, brian@thefirefly.org, 802.257.7247 

  
Missed 

Messages 
 

 

99-Word Story 

Waiting to board my flight at gate B7, I hear, for the third 

time, an important safety message blaring over the PA 

system.  “Liquids and hazardous materials are not allowed 

beyond the security checkpoint.” 

 

Now, everyone listening to this message has already cleared 

security and been stripped of offending liquids!  If no one 

has found illegal items by now, I doubt they ever will.  Yet 

the announcement has drowned out other useful 

information about flight and gate changes.  

 

The result:  we come to tolerate things that distract us and 

learn to ignore messages that could be vital. 

 

 

Discussion Questions 

 Describe a workplace distraction and talk about why 

it sometimes dominates your attention. 

 What topic headings would you use if you were to 

categorize different types of distractions? 

 How do you explain that some people appear to be 

more susceptible to distractions than others? 

 How do you decide which are the most important 

issues and what strategies do you suggest to 

maintain focus on them? 

 

 

Interpretation 

Tweet, post, like, poke.  There are so many ways to grab 

attention during these days of digital communication and 

social media.  But that doesn’t mean your announcement 

will ever be heard.  The competition for attention is fierce.  

Several times a day each of us make decisions about which 

instant message to open; which tweet is worth a look; 

which email deserves a response. 

 

That’s why, if you have something important to say, it’s 

worth saying it well.  Here are some tips that I use to write 

a story with meaning in just 99 words.  Many of them are 

relevant for other types of messages. 

 

 Jump Start: Begin with a bang by using an 

  

 
 
 
 
 
Read this story aloud or make copies 
for your group or team members. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You can build upon the theme of this 
99-Word Story by using some of the 
following questions for your own 
reflection or to spark a discussion 
within your team or organization. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are many ways to understand 
this story as the discussion questions 
suggest.  If you or your group would 
like to compare or contrast your 
interpretation with an outside 
viewpoint, consider this analysis.   
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interesting title, an unusual hook, or an uncommon 

reference right from the start.   

 Be Believable: Use real situations but take creative 

license; look for irony, humor, surprise.  Share 

something of yourself by being vulnerable, 

revealing inner dialogue, or showing your human 

failings. 

 Be Tangible: Make it specific; name people and 

places.  Assert your artistic license to invent a name 

for a character, identify a location, or change a 

timeframe if it will enhance your message. 

 Invoke Emotion: Be colorful by using adjectives 

and action verbs that are more expressive.  Use a 

thesaurus and avoid the most common descriptors. 

 Talk Story: Make connections; associate your story 

with other ideas, issues, or the comments of 

noteworthy thought leaders. 

 Be Brief: Edit. Stay focused on the essence of your 

message.  What do people really need to know?  

Eliminate whatever distracts from that. 

 Finish Strong: End with a punch.  Use an 

unexpected twist, moral, lesson, or “bookend” to 

bring closure. 

You don’t need to use all these suggestions in each and 

every communication.  Just one or two will make your 

message more memorable.  But the true key to your success 

will be having a clear idea of what you are communicating, 

to whom, and why. 

 

Think about your message, its wording and delivery.  How 

it will be interpreted given the context that constrains it?  

What are you trying to accomplish?  What action do you 

want people to take?  If it’s important enough to share, 

share it well!   

 

In the example of the 99-Word Story, this clarity was 

absent.  Passengers waiting at the gate for their plane didn’t 

need a reminder not to carry hazardous materials.  But what 

did they need, a request to look for dangerous liquids, 

encouragement to report suspicious activity, or reassurance 

that security personnel were doing their job?  Choose any 

answer and what you announce will be very different – and 

so will your result!  What should passengers do after 

hearing the chosen message?  Begin looking in odd corners, 

become suspicious of other passengers, or relax with a calm 

attitude?  Again, if you are not clear, don’t expect anyone 

else to heed your announcement! 

 

Focus on the essence, speak to the right people, make it 

interesting, let folks know what you expect, and avoid 

serving up a canned message. 
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