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How to Tell a Great Story



Steven Michael Carr
Director of Fund Development

20/twenty Strategic Consultants

• The Moth Radio Hour
• Double Edged Stories
• We Still Like You
• USA Today Storyteller’s Project
• The Louisville Fringe Festival

• Cum Laude Bellarmine Honors 
Program
• English and Psychology 

• Lilly School of Philanthropy
• Principles of Fundraising Certification 

• LBF 20 People to Know in 
Nonprofits

• ‘19 Billy Fowler Young Professional 
Award

• DJ for Louisville Silent Disco
• Bartender at Old Louisville Brewery

Trust me…I’m a professional 3



Let’s Hear a 
Story!Lucky for you, I’m a professional…

Why Do We Tell 
Stories?Fun facts and statistics!

How Do We Tell 
Stories?The elements of a story.

Tips and Tricks
Feelings, editing, and flavor!

Questions?
Ask me anything. Well…almost anything…

Stories create community, enable us 
to see through the eyes of other 
people, and open us to the claims of 
others. 

–Peter Forbes

Agenda



Dr. Maya 
Angelou

“People will forget what you said. 
People will for get what you did. But 
people will never forget how you 
made them feel.”



Let’s Hear a Story!





How did that make you feel?



Why Do We Tell 
Stories? 



Let’s talk 
retention
!



What was 
Mammy’s 

final 
craving?



If given statistics 
alone, what 
percentage of the 
information will a 
person retain?



When a person 
hears statistics 
alone, they only 
retain 5% to 10% 
of what they hear.



But 
what if 
we add 
visuals?



When coupled with 
graphics, information 
retention jumps to 
25%!



But if I tell you a 
story…



You’ll retain 
75% of the 
information
!



Speak of the devil…

What kind of beer did my 
Uncle Donnie pass around?



Stories are “coded” 
informationW
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Listening to stories allows the audience 
to “experience” an event and learn from 
it without having to go through it 
themselves.



Storytellin
g builds 
empathy!



Information “informs,” but 
decisions often come from 
an emotional place.



Empathy, Neurochemistry, and the Dramatic 
Arc



• Cortisol + 
Oxytocin = 
Investment
• Distress + 

Empathy = $$$$
• Universal Story 

Structure 

Quick 
Recap
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Everyone in the family had a job to do at 
the house in my story. What was my job 
while at my mom’s house? Check 

in!



How Do We Tell 
Stories?



The Structure of a 
Story



The Structure of a 
Story

Introducing 
Mammy



The Structure of a 
Story

Pancreatic 
Cancer



The Structure of a 
Story

Family 
Tension!



The Structure of a 
Story

Is This What 
Family Feels 
Like?



The Structure of a 
Story

Mammy’s 
Funeral



The Structure of a 
Story

Laying 
On of 
Hands



Tricks and Tips with Kiley and 
Mercy

Kiley

Mercy

The Flavor! The Seasoning! The Flair! 



Make it 
personal!

The more specific 
we are, the more 
universal 
something can 
become. Life is in 
the details. If you 
generalize, it 
doesn't resonate. 
The specificity of it 
is what resonates.

—Jacqueline 
Woodson 



Allow the 
audience to get to 
know the main 
character of your 
storyW W W . 2 0 2 0 S T R A T E G I C . C O M



Make it 
concrete



Trim Your Story

Distill how the character “changes” 
into one sentence. EVERYTHING in 
your story should point to that 
sentence. And if it doesn’t, cut it!



FINAL QUESTIONS

1. What was on both my Mom’s and Aunt Judy’s dresses?
2. Where did they get their dresses?
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