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What’s in a story? 
Stories are powerful. They can uplift and inspire us, affect us emotionally, or remind us 
what’s important. But in organizations working hard to do good in our communities, 
stories must do more than make us feel good—they must move stakeholders to action, 
generate support, and reinforce an organization’s identity. 

This booklet is designed to inspire you with stories that do just that, from the most inno-
vative examples to the ones you can get started with today. As marketing gurus, fund-
raising officers, and communications pros, you already know your organization has sto-
ries to tell. But what’s the next step? 

The stories that follow reveal just how many ways a story can take shape and engage 
different stakeholders at different times. Explore this booklet, think about what type of 
story your organization needs, wants, and can produce, then jump in.   

As you flip through the stories that follow and explore their features, consider this: tell-
ing stories is more than just the end product—it’s a process. Like the blog entry you 
wrote two weeks ago or last year’s web updates, the stories we tell have a life cycle. So 
what’s the value in creating them? 

Making an organizational commitment to engaging with our stakeholders and telling 
our stories gets us in the habit of searching for those stories, deciding what we want them 
to do, and putting a storytelling plan into action on an ongoing basis. For staff, clients, 
and others who participate in the storytelling process, it’s also enriching, empowering, 
and exciting.

For added inspiration, check out the bonus stories on each page or flip to the last page 
for a sneak peek at the newest tools and tricks for telling your organization’s stories. 

Read on for stories that ...
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Easter Seals Crossroads 
wins viewers hearts with the story of Maddie Todd, who came 
to Crossroads when she was a three year old with a congenital 
disorder but who is now a healthy elementary student who can 
pedal a bike, dance, and play. What’s key about Maddie’s story, 
though, is that it’s not over. While viewers are inspired by the 
leaps and bounds Maddie has made, they’re also moved by her 
need for continued support. Winning hearts for your mission 
requires both inspirational stories of positive change and an 
emphasis on the ongoing significance of your mission.  

Speak from the heart. Maddie’s mom describes her daugh-
ter’s struggles in a powerful, unscripted way that moves 
and inspires. A good interviewer can help meaningful stories 
emerge in natural, persuasive ways. 

Showcase successes and ongoing needs. Maddie’s story em-
phasizes that while she’s made developmental leaps, she still 
needs Crossroads’ support moving forward.

Focus on making your mission real. Crossroads’ mission is to 
help individuals with autism and other disabilities live better, 
fuller lives. What does Maddie’s story do? Illustrate what that 
means for a real child with a real need. 
 
Don’t worry if you’re not tech-savvy. Crossroads might also 
have produced Maddie’s story as a lower-tech digital story or 
another format. If you’ve got a great story to tell, start with that. 
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http://www.wheelsofsuccess.org/our-success/jamaica.html
http://www.eastersealscrossroads.org/our-stories
http://indyhumane.org/index.php/find_pet/dogs/adoptable_dogs
http://www.urm.org/about/learn-about-homelessness/skidrow_stories/
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Wheels of Success features Jamaica’s 
story to showcase the success of its Wheels to the Future pro-
gram, which provides vehicles to help people continue work-
ing and sustain their independence. As part of a “Success Sto-
ries” section of the Wheels of Success website, Jamaica’s story 
focuses mostly on the hardships she’s experienced in her life—
poverty, neglect, abuse—before telling how Wheels of Success 
helped Jamaica get on her feet and “on the road to success.” 
Stories like Jamaica’s take successful programs and put a real, 
human voice to their significance.     

Transform a powerful story into donations. Wheels of Suc-
cess placed a “Make a Donation” button immediately below 
Jamaica’s story. Use a similar tactic to capture donors while 
they’re  motivated by your programming successes. 

Combine real stories and organizational commentary. Jamai-
ca’s narrative doesn’t mention Wheels to the Future outright, 
so the organization added a helpful paragraph to round it out.
 

Don’t forget what’s next. This story describes not just how 
Wheels to the Future helped Jamaica become successful in the 
past, but also how it’s helping her continue to be successful in 
the future. Future programming success is important too. 

Make success stories easy to find. Wheels of Success features 
an “Our Successes” tab directly from the homepage, making 
programming success stories easy to access.    
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http://www.wheelsofsuccess.org/our-success/jamaica.html
http://www.wheelsofsuccess.org/our-success/jamaica.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DDSJ7pN4ElJg%26feature%3Dplayer_embedded
http://www.heifer.org/ourwork/success-stories
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The Duke Endowment highlights 
stories like Margarita’s as part of its Profiles of Service series, 
which tells behind-the-scenes stories from employees or vol-
unteers at grantee organizations. As a granting organization, 
Duke has to prove to stakeholders and investors that its funds 
are creating real, positive outcomes. Stories like Margarita’s do  
just that. Through telling stories like this one about Margarita’s 
service as an employee at a maternal and child health program 
for Latino families, Duke can show that its funding is helping 
positive programs succeed in its community.

Think outside the (media) box. Why stick with just one me-
dium? Duke uses text, photos, and video to share Margarita’s 
story, opening the door for more viewers to connect.

Write it like a news story. Draw your readers in with a hook, 
create imagery, build interest around the people you’re quot-
ing and describing, and identify specific outcomes you want 
to showcase.

Be specific. This story describes clearly and specifically how 
Margarita’s work has helped strengthened the Latino voice on 
health issues in her community. Don’t forget the details. 
 
Find the right storyteller. Margarita’s quotes work seamlessly 
in the written text, and she shines on camera. Finding just the 
right person can draw viewers more effectively into your suc-
cesses and outcomes. 
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http://www.wheelsofsuccess.org/our-success/jamaica.html
http://www.dukeendowment.org/profiles-of-service/2012-profile-of-service-margarita-franco%3FItemid%3D1087
http://www.hivalliance.org/support/dental-program
http://makeitrightnola.org/index.php/work_progress/stories/
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The U.S. Army uses one of the web’s most 
popular platforms to share its history with stakeholders: Face-
book. By leveraging Facebook’s new timeline feature, the Ar-
my’s page showcases archival photographs, drawings, dates, 
and descriptions of Army happenings from its founding on 
June 14, 1775 until now. Renderings of Revolutionary War bat-
tlegrounds in the late 1700s, photos like the one at left from the 
Vietnam War, start-of-service records for Army personnel and 
equipment, Army campaigns around the globe—the Army’s 
page is more than just a timeline. It’s a visual history that puts 
the Army’s past on display in an accessible, innovative way.  

Take advantage of free tools. The Army took Facebook’s free 
timeline feature and ran with it. The web is brimming with 
tools to try—flip to the last page of this book for more options.

Invest in deciding what you want to share and how. Curating 
this timeline meant someone poured through Army archives 
to decide what information tells the story the Army wants told.

Think beyond main events. The Army’s history showcases 
more than just military campaigns and old battles. It features 
people working, tanks and equipment in action, and more.
 
Scour your archives. Who knows what you might find? Those 
old photos of the golf outing you hosted in 1974 might make 
great visual markers on an organizational timeline. 
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http://www.wheelsofsuccess.org/our-success/jamaica.html
http://www.facebook.com/USarmy
http://connerprairie.org/About-Us/StoryCorps.aspx
http://www.naacphistory.org/%28S%28hfkxuofktxqmzhmf0xvxhbqh%29%29/Default.aspx%3FAspxAutoDetectCookieSupport%3D1%23/home
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Global Campaign for Education features 
stories like Sofia’s to highlight the main issues the organiztion 
addresses through its work. In this case, Sofia’s story and oth-
ers on the same web page tell about poverty, disability, war and 
conflict, teacher shortages, language barriers and other issues. 
Through stories about the problems the organization addresses 
and an emphasis on how education can make positive gains 
against these issues, Global Campaign for Education points 
stakeholders toward its key issues in a powerful way.

Consider the power of first-person narratives. Not all stories 
have to be told from first-person, but in this case, Sofia’s voice 
is strong and meaningful. Have a good storyteller in your cli-
ent, employee, or stakeholder base? Let their voice shine.

It’s okay to start with the basics. Sofia’s story has three main 
components: her narrative, her photo, and a comment about 
the issue. Sure, videos are nice, but it’s okay to start simple.

Group stories together for a powerful page. Sofia’s is one of 
nine stories on this section of Global Campaign’s website. To-
gether, the stories illuminate key issues and make connections 
back to the organization’s mission.

Skip the name-dropping. Instead of naming itself as a leader in 
addressing the issues at hand, Global Campaign lets the stories 
—and the issues—speak for themselves.
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http://www.wheelsofsuccess.org/our-success/jamaica.html
http://www.campaignforeducation.org/en/why-education-for-all/real-lives/
http://mission.depaul.edu/AboutUs/podcasts/Pages/VincentianStoryTellers.aspx
http://www.stemcellfoundation.ca/
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Heifer International created the Heif-
er 12x12 blog site to feature the 12-month, 12-country journey 
of Betty Londergan, Heifer’s Global Blogging Ambassador. Bet-
ty’s blog showcases the work of Heifer and its staff members 
around the globe as they work with communities to end pov-
erty and hunger through gifts of livestock. With pages upon 
pages of beautiful photographs and thought-provoking com-
mentary on what’s going on at 12 of Heifer’s sites, Betty’s blog 
shows not only her own commitment to Heifer’s mission, but 
also the fascinating work the organization is doing globally.

Photos, photos, photos. The stories Betty tells are driven by 
compelling photos of the sites she visits. If you have beautiful, 
captivating photos, use them.

Don’t be afraid of your bumps and bruises. Betty’s blog isn’t 
all roses—sometimes visiting the Heifer sites brings to light 
things that need improving. Being honest about the good and 
the not-so-good can build trust with your readers.

Try something new. Betty’s journey around the globe makes 
for dozens of interesting stories. What are your staff doing 
that’s worth saying more about? Who can tell about it? 
 
Use comprehensive storytelling tools. By using Wordpress, 
Betty can create a comprehensive experience for readers that 
includes content tagged by country, or topic, maps of where 
she’s been, reading lists, donation portals, and more.
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http://www.wheelsofsuccess.org/our-success/jamaica.html
http://heifer12x12.com/
http://www.citizenschools.org/news/category/post-type/careers/inspir-ed/
http://voices2.teachforamerica.org/%23u1223
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The Damien Center is celebrating its 
25th anniversary with a blog devoted to sharing 25 stories from 
clients, staff, volunteers, and others. Rob’s story describes how 
he got involved with the Damien Center, an agency working to 
prevent the spread of HIV and help HIV+ people live healthy, 
fulfilling lives. Rob’s story is inspiring because it showcases 
his passion and commitment to helping HIV+ people find re-
sources and stay alive at a time when neither were guaranteed. 
Recruiting advocates starts with highlighting people like Rob 
who are working hard to support your organization’s mission.

Create a space dedicated to highlighting advocates. The 
Damien Center created a special section on its blog to share 
stories like this. The 25 Years 25 Stories campaign is devoted 
to showcasing stories that represent advocates’ commitment.

Find out how your advocates first got involved. Rob’s story 
focuses on when and how he got involved with Damien. Seek 
out these types of stories to inspire new potential advocates.   

Ask for help. At the end of the post, Damien included a call for 
more stories like Rob’s, encouraging readers to share their own 
commitment. Powerful, ready-made stories often come straight 
from users—finding them starts with asking for them. 
 
Situate stories in the real world. Rob’s story doesn’t mean 
much unless we understand the scene around HIV in the early 
90s. Context helps readers grasp an advocate’s significance. 
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http://www.wheelsofsuccess.org/our-success/jamaica.html
http://damiencenter.blogspot.com/2012/02/25-stories-rob-bullock.html
http://www.casaforchildren.org/site/c.mtJSJ7MPIsE/b.7789821/k.8A59/Lives_Changed_Youth_Stories.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3D96nrCP8_UqM%26feature%3Dyoutu.be%26s_intc%3Dtab1p1
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Crossroads Charlotte encourages 
viewers to imagine the future of Charlotte through four stories 
that illustrate possible future scenarios for the city. The stories 
speculate about the economy, the cultural scene, the environ-
ment, diversity, government, and more, and then ask viewers a 
critical question: What do we want for our city? Stories that en-
vision the future engage viewers in this kind of thinking. What 
do we want for the future of this organization? How can we 
participate in turning future potential into something real?

Be imaginative. Don’t know what the future of your organi-
zation should look like? Tap into that uncertainty to create fu-
ture-thinking stories that dream big and capture real possibil-
ities for your organization. 

Consider what you don’t want to become. Crossroads Char-
lotte’s stories envision the potentially negative future scenari-
os right along with the positive. Both are powerful.

Don’t stop with the story. Crossroads Charlotte built in room 
for responses and conversaton around their future stories. Now, 
viewers can not only envision the future of Charlotte—they can 
play a part in creating it, too.
 
Key in on how you’ll get there. Charlotte identified six major 
issues that will define the future of the city, then let those issues 
drive the stories that envision its future. 
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http://www.wheelsofsuccess.org/our-success/jamaica.html
http://www.crossroadscharlotte.org/imagine/
http://community.bucknell.edu/
http://www.2015quilt.com/


Now let’s get started.
You’ve watched, read, and experienced stories from organizations big and small, so now 
it’s time to take action. Start building a storytelling culture in your organization, and 
you’ll be winning hearts, proving outcomes, sharing your history, and more in no time. 

Want to know more?
In a digital world, new tools and tricks emerge every day that you can leverage to tell 
your organization’s story. Below are just a few of the newest resources for you to test-
drive as you determine what stories you want to tell and how you want to tell them. 

Facebook Timeline. Check out page 5 of this booklet for a peek at how the U.S. Army 
used Facebook to puts its history on display. Take advantage of Facebook’s new layout 
to highlight key events, share stunning photographs, or link to news stories about your 
organization. 
 
Maps. Tools like Google Maps, Umapper, and Quikmaps take maps to a new level. 
Find innovative ways to tell stories through geography by marking up a map with fea-
tured locations, embedding maps on your website, and creating interactive maps. 

Pinterest. A new social sharing site, Pinterest allows users, including organizations, to 
create digital collections of photographs, resources, ideas, people, places—the sky’s the 
limit. North Park Univerity, for example, uses the site to tell its “About Us” story and 
share resources with alumni.

Storify. By allowing you to curate social media content from a slew of widely used 
platforms, Storify lets you tell stories through combining Twitter mentions, news stories, 
Facebook posts, Pinterest pins, Flickr photos, and other content on the web.
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http://www.facebook.com/about/timeline
https://maps.google.com/
http://www.umapper.com/
http://quikmaps.com/
http://pinterest.com/
http://storify.com/

