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The But / Therefore Storytelling Framework
The hidden structure behind stories that raise more money

Let me show you something | use all the time to make stories more engaging.
This works for appeals.
It works for thank yous.
It works for donor reports.
Imagine we’re sitting at a table.
You slide an appeal over to me and say, “l don’t know why this story feels flat.”
| read it.
And | recognize the problem right away.
The problem is something | see quite often.
Your story is moving like this:
Then / Then / Then
This happened.
Then this happened.

Then this happened.

Nothing is really wrong. It’s just flat. It doesn’t pull the reader anywhere. It reads more like a list
of events than a story.

Here’s the switch | want you to make.
Instead of thinking in Then / Then / Then, | want you to think in:
But / Therefore

Something happened...

but something got in the way...
therefore something had to change.
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Here’s a simple example.

Here’s the flat Then / Then / Then version:
“Suzy came to the center after school. She worked on her homework. She went home.”
That’s a timeline.
Here’s the same story using But / Therefore:
“Suzy came to the center after school, BUT she froze when she opened her backpack
and thought, I’m just not good at this. THEREFORE, a tutor pulled up a chair and showed

her a way into the problem that finally made sense.

Same facts, but now the story moves forward in a more engaging way.

If the story is longer, repeat the pattern.
But / Therefore / But / Therefore / But / Therefore
That’s how real life works.

Something goes wrong. Someone responds.
Another obstacle shows up. Another response follows.

Here’s an example of the pattern in a longer story:
“John lost his job; he told himself he’d figure it out.
But weeks passed without any interviews; therefore, the fridge grew emptier each day.

He almost didn’t come to the food bank, but his daughter asked what was for dinner.
Therefore, John parked the car, and went inside the food bank to get food for dinner.”

This isn’t a timeline. It’s cause and effect you can feel.

A quick note about the examples above.

These examples feel a little stiff on purpose.
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That’s because I’'m using the actual words but and therefore to make the structure easy to see.
In real donor writing, you don’t have to be this literal.
Sometimes but and therefore work just fine. Other times they can sound a little forced.

Once you can see the “but” and the “therefore,” you can swap in language that sounds less
forced and more natural.

Here’s how that looks in practice
You can replace “but” with phrases like:
e until
e except
e what she didn’t expect
e that’s when
e everything looked fine... at first
And you can replace “therefore” with phrases like:
e SO
e that’s why
e which meant
e in that moment

e thisis when

Keep the But / Therefore structure.
Just use the words that sound most natural to you.

Now look at a story you’ve written for an appeal, thank you letter, or
donor report.

If it feels flat, ask:

e Where’s the but?
e Where’s the therefore?

If you can’t spot at least one of each, you’re probably stuck in Then / Then / Then.

Fix your story by using the But/Therefore framework. Add one real but, then show what
changed because of it.
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Donors don’t keep reading because a story continues. They keep reading because
something changes.

But creates tension.
Therefore creates the change.

If you want to get better at this...

You may already be using stories in your fundraising,
but if they’re not raising as much money as you hoped,
that’s exactly why we built the Nonprofit Storytelling Conference.

It's where we teach the structure underneath the story.
And we show you how to raise more money with stories.

Learn more here:
https://nonprofitstorytellingconference.com
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