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Persuasive
Storytelling



The Persuasive Storytelling workshop was provided as part of the Circular Food 
Innovation Lab. The project partners would like to thank Naomi Devine for her insightful 

facilitation, and of course all of the workshop participants for their commitment to sharing 
their story as they work towards a circular food future.  

To learn more about the Circular Food Innovation Lab
go to the City of Vancouver webpage.

Please note, this presentation has been altered to include Naomi Devine’s workshop notes 
and additional context where noted. 

https://vancouver.ca/green-vancouver/circular-food-innovation-lab.aspx


What are you curious about 
with respect to storytelling?  



Story Theory





Every one of you is capable of 
telling a story that makes others 
laugh. 

That’s emotional communication 
in action. 

A note about culture: this is about 
telling persuasive stories in a 
western, capitalist world. 



Heider & Simmel animation (1944)
To view the video related to this image go 
to: https://vimeo.com/48908599

j

https://vimeo.com/48908599


In the video you saw the arbitrary movements of geometric figures. But many of you 
saw or translated that into a story perhaps because doing so was the easiest way for 
our brains to explain what we had seen. For us, our stories were more accurate, 
ironically, than “the triangle moved in a circular motion,” etc. because we think in story. 
We are hardwired to see patterns, to create explanations, to find meaning, and we do 
this through constructing narrative.

As Jonathan Gottschall put it in his 2014 TEDx Talk, “Without story to organize your 
experience on earth, you would experience your life as a blooming, buzzing 
confusion.”

And we don’t all create the same story. Some sympathized with the big triangle, some 
with the circle, some may have seen it as a home invasion, or a love story, or one of 
vengeance. That’s the beauty of the human mind, and our instinct to create story—it’s 
always different. 

And that’s what is so incredible about storytelling—
Our brains use story to sort out the chaos of existence, to shape and mold our reality. 
Perhaps we search to find the stories we need to hear, the ones that help us to heal 
from or disentangle the confusion of life. For me, these disjointed clips continue a 
conversation that was cut short, but for you, through the power of your own narrative 
carpentry, these clips are transformed into an entirely different story, molded, 
embellished, and made anew by your thoughts, feelings, and memories. 





The Persuasive Storytelling 
workshop isn’t about telling 
the hero’s journey.



Persuasion is about emotions.

Facts (alone) fall short. 



Persuasion is about emotions.

Facts (alone) fall short. 

This can be hard to hear and accept. 



“The problem is this: no spreadsheet, no bibliography and no 
list of resources is sufficient proof to someone who chooses 
not to believe. 

The skeptic will always find a reason, even if it’s one the rest of 
us don’t think is a good one. Relying too much on proof 
distracts you from the real mission - which is emotional 
connection.”

Seth Godin



“Once formed,” the researchers 
observed dryly, “impressions are 

remarkably perseverant.”

The New Yorker article: https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/02/27/why-facts-dont-change-our-minds

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/02/27/why-facts-dont-change-our-minds


Facts (alone) fall short. 

So where do they belong?



Let’s look at
the system we
are in…

Cognition in Communications



We are hurting 
each others’ brains. :(

When we avoid story + visual principles…



We are hurting 
each others’ brains. :(

When we avoid story + visual principles…

And using up too much glucose. Let me explain more. 





Let’s talk about attention. We get 3 hours of new attention every day. This is a 
physical resource that is extinguished as we use it. 

Like time, we cannot make more. Until we sleep. 

Although the prefrontal cortex of the brain (PFC) does the heavy lifting it is severely 
limited. The problem is that because of the structure of blood vessels, capillaries 
and other anatomy. The PFC only has the capacity to do 3 hours of processing a 
day. 

This has nothing to do with how smart you are. It is a biophysical limitation. Its 
called Cognitive load. Its related to how much glucose your brain can process. 

When I say this people say wait a minute I work 8 hours a day. They are right –
That's why the brain has developed habits. Heuristics - and biases (shortcuts to 
decision-making). All of our Brains have developed elaborate systems to do triage. 
To protect that 3 hours of processing time.

Once its used up - its gone and you have to wait until you’ve slept and replenished. 
This is why they say if you are sleep deprived it s the same as being drunk. You 
lose inhibition - you make bad decisions because your pre-frontal cortex is done 
and not processing





Habits



Habits

HABITS. When you encounter 
something new the Brain decides
Is this new or do I already have a habit 
that can deal with it ?

It usually defaults to habits if possible 
because its trying to protect those 3 hours 
and glucose 

Even when it decides that it is a novel 
new thing YOUR Brain wonders: is this 
going to be a regular thing? So, spends 
energy (cognitive load) to build a bigger 
neural pathway (freeway) to use less 
cognitive load over time. It always looking 
to take shortcuts.



Novelty



Novelty

Novelty - starts the process of rewiring 
the brain. 
Caveat: it takes a lot of energy. 
Whenever you do something new 

Brain wonders: is this going to be a regular 
thing? So, spends energy (cognitive load) to 
build a bigger neural pathway (freeway) to 
use less cognitive load over time.

They have more eyeballs, bigger highways, 
and simpler messages. How does 
Afghanistan refugees have anything to do 
with the destruction of the biome? 

If you are talking about small government 
and personal accountability, those reinforce 
each other.  





The Right Wing has a defined a worldview. They work in narrative.

10 or 11 words describe their campaigns over the last 40 years. 

Small government, 
strong defense, 
family values, 

market economy, 
personal accountability. 

Some people bring in God as well. Some don’t. You can place every campaign into those 11 words. 

Let’s pull out two: market economy. Over 40 years, they have drilled this concept into our heads. 
Unconsciously when these words are used, it brings a movie into our heads. An automatic script and 
everyone knows what that means. They understand the various roles

What’s the progressive counterpoint: a PhD thesis. We don’t have a movie version of that. This is what 
framing and narrative have done, consistently over time. 



Hollywood has figured this out

Ever wonder why when you watch TV most of the shows follow: four paradigms: Hospital shows, cop 
shows, legal shows, family shows. Everyone gets these - no explanation necessary. They have pre-
ordained roles. Every understands there are doctors/nurses/patients/administrators - they don’t have 
to explain these roles or how they relate - then they can tweak the conventions

The Funny doctor or the black doctor - the goofy nurse etc. The same with cop - legal and family 
shows - you’ve got the single parent/ the smart kid/the black family. They are all tweaks on the basic 
narrative - it takes less bandwidth to explain variation. 

Same thing happens in the tech community with video compression. Same basic picture - just send 
the tweaks, making it less volume of data. 

This is how framing works - this is how your brain processes this. You link to pre-existing concept 
(frames) already established in people’s brains. You make it easy - so they don’t have to use, to ration 
any of their most precious resource - their 3 hours of PFC processing glucose



President Reagan’s Challenger 
Disaster Speech, January 18, 1986

Who are the audiences he is 
speaking to?

To hear the speech, go to: 
https://www.google.com/search?q=REagan%27s+nasa+speach&rlz=1C1GCEB_enCA1048CA1
048&oq=REagan%27s+nasa+speach&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i13i512j0i390i650l4.6728j0j1&source
id=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:5dcd5297,vid:Qa7icmqgsow

To read the speech, go to: https://history.nasa.gov/reagan12886.html

https://www.google.com/search?q=REagan%27s+nasa+speach&rlz=1C1GCEB_enCA1048CA1048&oq=REagan%27s+nasa+speach&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i13i512j0i390i650l4.6728j0j1&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:5dcd5297,vid:Qa7icmqgsow
https://history.nasa.gov/reagan12886.html


Audiences: 

1.Collective Mourners
2.Families of the Fallen

3.School children
4.NASA

5.Soviet Union



You are speaking 
to defined audiences



1. Who are they?
Defining your audiences

2. Where do they live, work, play? 
3. Do they look like you? 

6. How can your story speak to them?  
5. Are they on your storytelling team? 
4. What do they care about and struggle with?



DRAFT
Your 
Story



Nancy Duarte

Big Idea
Your point of view +
What’s at stake







Better narratives
are needed. 



The establishment has a head start. So we need to invest in building a foundation 
of new narratives. 

Our brains are always trying to find meaning in what it processes. Example: ball 
and box video. What’s going on here? 

How do you do this when you have 500 different narratives (like our side)? It’s 
exhausting. There is value and power in having a series of foundational narratives, 

placed in concepts. e.g. Fairness. 





Big Idea
The Problem

New 
Future

Solution

What is

Gap

What could be



Big Idea The Problem
New

What is
What could be

Future



Reciprocity is about making 
recognition of Indigenous 
land rights more meaningful.

Your private property
is on unceded 
Indigenous land, 
gaining value. 

Creating a direct 
and ongoing 
Indigenous-owned 
revenue stream that 
is independent of 
federal or provincial 
governments, and 
increases over time 
as land values 
increase.

Proof that private 
property owners, 
businesses, and renters 
will pay “rent” for the land 
they occupy. 

What is

Gap
What could be

Government isn’t going to
tackle private property, so 
we need to take action. 

https://reciprocitytrusts.ca/

https://reciprocitytrusts.ca/


https://www.vice.com/en/article/dyvay7/program-allows-canadians-pay-rent-to-indigenous-communities




Define 
Your
BIG IDEA

Your point of view +
What’s at stake



What is coming 
up for you?



Story Practice





Slide Slide Slide Slide Slide Slide Slide Slide Slide Slide Slide Slide

Aha 
Moment!

Visual 
Metaphors
ONLY

Big Idea The 
Problem Adventure Emotional

Story

Point 2

Proof CTA 

CTA 

CTA 

New 
Future

Repeatable
Idea

New 
Possibility

Emotional
Story

Another
FactPoint 1

From your
Brainstorm

- Step 2

Anecdote

Point 2

Point 1 Public
Narrative?

Public
Narrative?

From your
Aha 
Moment!



BRAINSTORM
Your First
Point

What’s the message?
What’s the proof?

What’s the visual metaphor?



Metaphor
Bringing meaning to 
story.  



Michael Bierut // Illustration for the New York Times Book Review, 2015











Visual primacy effect. Baked in. Test: 

In the next slide you’ll have to identify the 
colour of the ink. Stop when you have 

trouble identifying the colour. Read the 
colour.  





We cannot ignore the metaphorical meaning of words. 
E.g. “Some jobs are jails”. 



Frames + 
Metaphors



"Framing is the process by which a communication source, such as a news 

organization, defines and constructs a political issue or public controversy“.

“Frame analysis is usually done in regard to news media. However, framing is 

inevitable, as everyone does it. It can speed up the process of interpretation as 

well as writing and presenting the news. People just may not realize they are 

using frames. When people are aware that they are using framing, there are 

several techniques that can be used. These may include: metaphor, stories, 

tradition, slogan, jargon, catchphrase, artifact, contrast or spin”.

Frame analysis. Source: Wikipedia the Free Encyclopedia

Note: This slide has been added to the original presentation for context.





You have to direct attention elsewhere. To a different frame. 

This is the size of the challenge. 



Reframing



Powerful communications get to the point 
quickly, make it effectively, and 
provide the reader with clear paths. 
So, how much time and space do you 
waste saying the opposite 
of what you’re trying to say?



Link to article: https://framelab.substack.com/p/cut-the-not-why-banishing-one-word 

FrameLab

Cut the Not: Why banishing one word 
can power up your communication
From the FrameLab Archive, a New Year's tip for better writing and communications

FrameLab
Jan 4, 2023

https://framelab.substack.com/p/cut-the-not-why-banishing-one-word


Eliminating the word “not” from your 
writing forces you to make the proactive 
case instead of just (lazily) negating your 
opponent’s argument.



Examples:

When anti-immigrant politicians say: “Immigrants are [negative label]”

Respond by saying: “Immigrants are [positive label]”

Examples: “Immigrants are our neighbors.” “Immigrants are our families.”

Never say: “Immigrants are not [negative label]”

The same goes for environmental issues.

When fossil fuel companies say: “Coal is [positive label]”

Respond by saying: “Coal is [negative label]”

Examples: “Coal is dirty.” “Coal is dangerous.” “Coal is harmful.”

Never say: “Coal is not [positive label]”





DESIGNING
SLIDES



%
Of executives say that communicating with clarity directly impacts 
their career and income.  

%
Spend more than 2 hours on preparing for ‘high stakes’ presentations. 

Source: distinction-services.com via You Suck at PowerPoint



COMMON
SLIDE DESIGNMISTAKES









https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iwpi1Lm6dFo&ab_channel=TEDxTalks


David Phillips:    https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iwpi1Lm6dFo&ab_channel=TEDxTalks

How to avoid death By PowerPoint 

David JP Phillips 

TEDxStockholmSalon

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iwpi1Lm6dFo&ab_channel=TEDxTalks
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iwpi1Lm6dFo&ab_channel=TEDxTalks


Should
it be a
Presentation?



One idea per slide. 
Use a colour palette and stick to it.

Visual metaphors only. 

Maximum 4 words. 

DESIGNING
SLIDES



SLIDE DESIGNFIXES



Karst on Vancouver Island



KARST



TOO MUCH
INFORMATION
PER SLIDE



CONTRAST
CONTROL & DEFINE
HIERARCHY, MOVEMENT
& MEANING 









ONE TWO THREE



TWO
3



TWO
3



CONTRAST
1. Start Extreme + Pull Back
2. Largest item = most important
3. Treat type as another shape



Naomi Devine x City of Vancouver CFIL

Persuasive
Storytelling
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