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DRAFT SYLLABUS 
MGT 119GS: Topics in Business – Strategic Communications & Storytelling in Italy 
 
Instructor: Alison Bloomfield Meyer, Continuing Lecturer 
 
Introduction to the Course: 
Since the beginning of human history, stories have been used to share ideas and communicate 
information in a memorable and influential fashion. In this course, students will explore narrative as an 
essential tool to contextualize, sense-make, communicate, persuade, collaborate, and influence about 
themselves and their work, users, customers, products/services, and organizational cultures. Students 
will experiment with a range of storytelling applications to develop knowledge of the many narrative 
methods (spoken, visual, and data stories) and structures, and go out into the field to discover and 
develop stories. Types of narratives key to business include leadership story types (who am I? who are 
we? where are we going?), stories of business of value proposition (products, brands, services), user 
journeys, and data (mis)representation. 
 
We will accomplish this through: 
 

• First, studying the purpose, science, and use cases for stories.  
• Second, analyzing and creating a broad range of narrative structures from simple personal 

stories to complex presentations that drive a call to action and are supported by data.  
• And third, exploring a broad selection of significant Italian historical, cultural, and company sites 

and the types and methods of storytelling employed. 
 
The location of the course in Milan, Italy provides a richness of narrative traditions and examples in many 
different media; narrative is so important and so accessible in Italy because it’s embodied in so many 
different media. We will look at history, art and architecture, opera, manufacturing, branding, 
merchandising, and products to explore how narrative can be used to persuade and create meaning. 
Through the unfamiliar context, students will be more able to see the mechanics of how strategic 
communications work. Not only does Italy have the culture traditions, manufacturing, trade, and heritage 
going back thousands of years, but also a strong sense of communal responsibility, which will compare 
and contrast to the US’s relative youth as a culture, focus on individualism, and entrepreneurial 
environment.  
 
Learning Objectives: 
The primary goals of the course are to advance students’ understanding of the many ways story and 
narrative influence meaning, and to develop ability and competence finding/creating/telling narratives 
that spark action, as follows: 
 

1. Explore narrative through the context of a foreign country/culture’s storytelling traditions and 
expressions, to develop a deeper understanding of the fundamentals and mechanics of narrative 
as a tool of influence. 

2. Expand one’s leadership presence, credibility, and ability to persuade through hands-on 
storytelling experimentation and delivery.  

3. Examine and design how to combine narrative and data to make the business case in clear and 
concise presentations.  
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Weekly Lessons, Deliverables and Field Trips 
  
Week 1: Why do Organizations Need Stories? 

 
Class 1 & 2: We begin our study of storytelling as a tool of persuasion with an overview of the 
many ways businesses and organizations use storytelling, including for leadership, to sell a 
product or idea, brand signature stories, developing teams or movements, and building 
customer relationships and communities. We will discuss the science of stories and why facts 
alone have weaker persuasive impact than with storytelling.  
 
Wk1 Deliverable: Students will present their first “who am I?” story, the “failure story.”  
 
Field Trips: 
As we begin our time in Milan, we orient the students with visits to 3 major monuments from 3 
eras of Italian history:  
1) The Milan Duomo, one of the largest cathedrals in the world, we will visit with a guided tour 
including the cathedral and rooftop, to follow the story of the development of the structure over 
600 years and how it was used as a symbol of Milan’s importance.   
2) On the same plaza as the Duomo, we walk through the light-filled glass and steel structure 
The Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, one of the earliest examples of a luxury shopping public 
space that also held national meaning through its architectural design representing the recently 
unified Italy. It connects the Duomo and La Scala Opera house.  
3) Taking a short tram ride through the city, we finish the trip at Milano Centrale train station, a 
monument built under Mussolini’s fascist regime in 1931 as a symbol of the regime’s power and 
might, drawing on symbols from the Roman empire to tell the story of Italy after WWI.  

 
Week 2: The Mechanics of Stories: Story-finding and Storytelling 
 

Class 3 & 4: The focus of this week is on the mechanics of effective stories, including analysis of 
structure, choosing vivid details, and delivery techniques. Starting from a pivotal moment chosen 
from their own lives, through a structured “rehearsal” process, students will coach each other to 
gradually develop a vivid and concise leadership story that teaches a lesson.  
 
Wk 2 Deliverable: Students will work through successive hands-on exercises to explore how to 
construct stories, using a prompt from their experiences.  

 
Field Trips: 
This week’s field trip takes students to the Museo del Risorgimento (Museum of Unification) 
which richly documents historical events up to Italian Unification through objects, paintings, 
prints and sculptures to tell this story. Their motto is “one museum, a thousand stories.” The 
museum scope starts from Napoleon’s invasion in 1796 and crowning as King of Italy, the 
restoration of the Austrian monarchy in 1814, the “Five Days of Milan” revolt in 1848, and in 
1861 the declaration of the Kingdom of Italy as a unified nation. After a guided tour, students 
will continue work in pairs to use the museum’s objects and images as the seed for a new story 
in one of the leadership story types. They will submit the story draft in their field trip reflection.  
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Week 3: Selling Ideas, Products, and Future Visions: A Presentation is a Story 
 
Class 5 & 6: The focus of the third week is presentation as story. We explore presentation as a 
narrative where you must understand your audience’s needs and interests, and explore the 
storyboard as a tool to frame ideas. We will analyze the structure of presentation form, and 
compare the interest and information needs of different audiences such as subject matter expert 
vs. executive vs. manager vs. customer. We will introduce “signature stories” that companies use 
to communicate about their products and culture.  
 
Field Trips: 
This week’s field trip takes a short train ride outside of Milan to the Museo Alfa Romeo. The 
museum covers 115 years of car history of manufacture and competition by a brand that leads 
with “great personalities and legendary enterprises.” We will examine how Alfa carefully crafts 
its signature story about racing prowess, and downplays the more difficult moments in its story. 
Students will explore over 100 years of product evolution and how cars have changed over the 
decades.  
 

Week 4: What’s the Story in the Data? 
 
Class 7 & 8: In week 4 we look at how data tells stories, and develop clear and concise charts. 
We explore visual design principles that help convey meaning and reduce cognitive load. In 
preparation for our visit to Luxottica, we will use their investor relations reports and 
presentations as our primary data source this week, as students practice framing data into charts 
and visual representations of numbers.  
 
Field Trips: 
Our week 4 field trip will be to the Luxottica Digital Factory in the Via Tortona design district. 
This new modern addition to the neighborhood by the studio Park Associati showcases the 
glasses conglomerate and its 150 brands.  
 

Week 5: Putting it Together: Global Seminar Stories  
 
Class 9 & 10: The final week gives students working time to apply and integrate storytelling 
techniques into a final program of presentations for an invited audience. The students are the 
writers, producers, and stage hands, along with being the presenters. Taking ownership of the 
story and the storytelling provides a significant sense of mastery to the students that firms their 
understanding and ability, while giving them a capstone to integrate their work of the course. 
 
Field Trips: 
Our final field trip takes us to Teatro alla Scala Opera House and Museum, one of the oldest 
and most famous opera houses in the world, known for the quality of its productions and its 
strong relationships with key composers/storytellers of the genre such as Bellini and Verdi. We 
look at opera’s business and operations as a tradition of passionate storytelling where the 
audience celebrates—and demands--excellence. Students explore the behind-the-scenes of this 
very Italian form of storytelling, to inspire them to take creative risks in their final presentations.  
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Assessments and Evaluation 
 
Weekly Story/Presentation Deliverable: Each week, students prepare a short presentation 
deliverable to present to their peers in class. In class 1 & 2, they present stories. In class 3, 4 & 5 
they work on presentations to integrate story and data.  
 
Weekly Journal: Students are required to submit a reflection on each field trip to track their 
observations and connections made.  
 
Final “Innovation Stories” Presentation: Students in groups of 1-4 students will present on a 
topic of their choice that is related to their learnings during the Global Seminar. Topic must 
expand on one of the story types explored in the course, and draw in connections from their 
experience locally in Italy. The presentation prompt requires them to integrate progressive 
storytelling and presentation skills into a full 3-minute-per-person persuasive presentation.  

 
Course Engagement: Active engagement and full presence in in-class activities, discussions, 
and on field trips. The week 4 presentation will include graded peer critique and feedback, 
included in the engagement grade. 

 
Textbooks & Readings – available digitally for free via the UCSD library 
 

1. "Lead with a Story" by Paul Smith 

o Written by a seasoned manager from consumer package goods company P&G, through 

numerous examples Smith examines the structure and use cases for different types of 

business stories.  

2. "Storytelling with Data" by Cole Nussbaumer Knaflic 

o Knaflic breaks down how to structure presentations and present data in the most 

cognitively friendly and audience-focused manner. From synthesizing ideas into a brief 

story format, to eliminating clutter, to presenting the “pearl” among many “oysters” of 

data, this book provides a solid transition from stand-alone stoy to meaningful 

presentation of data and business narrative.  

3. Other media: Additional readings will be drawn from YouTube videos, podcasts, company 

websites, and other freely and digitally available materials. 

 

 


