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Storytelling Overview



Why Do We Tell Stories?

• Motivate people to action through 
emotions like:
• Joy

• Anger

• Sadness

• Explain facts, successes and failures

• Persuade people by bringing life to 
your message

• Generate a sense of connection



Story Types

• Anecdotes

• Examples

• Hypotheticals

• Analogies

• Visual language

• Narratives



Structure of a Narrative

Context & Initial Action

Revelation/Transformation

“The End”



Structure of Your Narrative

Community Context/
Challenges

Aha Moment/New Approach

Key Message



Narrative Example

Community Context/Challenges:
Maria Garcia walked her kids to and from school each day in Rancho Cucamonga, 
CA. There were no sidewalks in their neighborhood, and in one part of their path, 
a large barrier forced them to step out into heavy traffic.

Addressing Challenges:
Maria took a few pictures of this barrier, but she wasn’t sure how to raise the 
issue with the city, especially since English wasn’t her first language. With the 
support of the city’s Community Champions program, she worked with other 
residents to create a photovoice.

Aha/Transformational moment:
While attending a community cooking class where the mayor and city council 
were present, Maria presented her photovoice and shared images of her daily 
challenges. She and the Community Champions then asked, “What can we do to 
help solve this problem?”

Next Steps:
The Community Champions began working with city staff to collect data and put 
together an application for a grant to build sidewalks. Those sidewalks were 
completed last year, and now Maria and her kids have safe places to walk.

Key Message:
The Community Champions program empowered Maria and others to voice 
their concerns and have a say in how problems were solved.



Elements of an Effective Story

• Serves your goals

• Resonates widely

• Shifts, reframes or broadens 
thinking

• Strong protagonist: the “main 
character(s)”

• Emotionally compelling

• Clear and concise



Telling Your Story



Throughout Your Journey

• Early: “How can I tell a story that doesn’t have an 
ending yet?”
• Our “the end” is actually our key message 
• Focus on process and actions

• Intermediate: 
• Integrate any data you do have, but continue to focus on the 

work

• Long-term:
• May be more appropriate to craft “before/after” stories 

when there are years of work to draw on

• Tips in this presentation are relevant for all these 
stages in the process



Know Your Audience

• “Resonates Widely” is relative 
depending on your audience

• Define who your audience is, 
then learn about them

• Remember: you cannot tell 
stories “for everyone” or “the 
general public” 



Develop Your Key Message

• End of the story

• Shifts, reframes or broadens 
thinking

• Learn what the current thinking 
is: your message exists in that 
context

• Lesson learned, plea for action, 
or new frame around an issue



Find Your Protagonist

• Strong protagonist: the “main 
character(s)”

• Person or group addressing the 
challenges

• Depends on your goal, audience 
and message.



Build Your Plot

• Make an outline!
I. Community context/challenges
II. Addressing challenges
III. Aha moment/new approach
IV. Next steps
V. Key Message

• Decide on your plot before you 
start the story

• Then fill in the details



Tips for Plot-Building

• Keep the plot vivid and simple

• Build suspense

• “Show,” don’t “tell”

• Connect clearly to your message

• If relevant, “Cast” your audience

• Finally…Be yourself! Be 
authentic and share your 
optimism and hope



Sharing Your Story



Sharing Your Story

• Create an adaptable structure 
that can be repurposed

• Create a strong headline and 
opening “hook” summary 
sentence 
• Draws readers in

• Can work double-duty as as social 
media content

• Have a game plan



Sharing Mediums

• Blogs/Op Eds

• Press releases/news articles

• Links on social media

• Infographics

• Video interviews

• Animated graphics

• Printed mail/fliers



Example of Repurposed Story

Socioeconomic differences and health disparities bisect Rancho Cucamonga, CA, into 
two communities with distinct needs. Healthy RC, a city-community partnership, is 
working to bridge that divide through authentic community engagement. 



Example of Repurposed Story



Example of Repurposed Story



Activity



Activity: What’s Your Story?

Community 
Context/Challenge

Aha Moment/New Approach

Key Message

• Organize into 6 groups (5-7 people per group)
• You have 30 minutes to develop a story in short form
• Be sure to have a compelling headline or hook!
• Decide what medium to use deliver your story (newspaper 

or print piece, television or video format, or via a social 
media platform)



Elements of an Effective Story

• Serves your goals

• Resonates widely

• Shifts, reframes or broadens 
thinking

• Strong protagonist: the “main 
character(s)”

• Emotionally compelling

• Clear and concise



Resources:
Hatch for Good

https://www.hatchforgood.org/

Spitfire Smart Chart

http://smartchart.org/

Stories Worth Telling 
http://csic.georgetown.edu/research/storytelling

https://www.hatchforgood.org/
http://smartchart.org/
http://csic.georgetown.edu/research/storytelling


Sarah Moore: sarah_moore@activelivingbydesign.org

Joanne Lee: joanne_lee@activelivingbydesign.org

Active Living By Design: activelivingbydesign.org

And thanks to Burness for support 

in developing this presentation!

Thank You!
For more information, contact: 


