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WHAT IS A STORY?



WHY STORYTELLING?



Stories help explain…

• What your organization does
• Why it was created
• Your mission
• Your programs and services
• Your progress and successes

• Why you work there
• What issues you’re tackling
• Specific, local problems
• Broader, systemic issues

• What changes you want to see in the world



Volunteers

Where do your stories come from?

You

Clients

Funders

Coworkers
Board

Community



How are you already telling stories? 

In conversation Online In print

Grants & program 
proposals

Events Fundraising



Who are they 
telling them to? 

• Staff

• Clients
• Volunteers
• Board
• Funders
• Media

• Community 
members

• Clients
• Community
• Funders
• Landlords
• Legislators
• Peer organizations

Who is telling 
your stories? 



MESSAGING 101



What is messaging?

written and verbal statements 

that quickly describe 

who you are and what you do



What are some examples of messaging?

• Elevator pitch

• Marketing materials

• Press release

• Tagline/Slogan

• Mission statement

• Images



How are messaging and storytelling linked?

• Messaging is storytelling 

• When crafting your message, ask:

• What story do we want to tell?

• What is the best way to tell this story?



Why is it important?

message

delivery

audience



• Staff

• Clients
• Volunteers
• Board
• Funders
• Media

• Community 
members

• Clients
• Community
• Funders
• Landlords
• Legislators
• Peer organizations

Who are they 
telling them to? 

Who is telling 
your stories? 



How do you craft your message?

• Every message you create should:
– Relate back to your mission
– Support programmatic goals
– Quickly describe who you are and what you do

• TIP: use talking points 



Elevator Pitch

tell the story of who you are in 30 seconds



In groups of two…

Hello, my name is _____________________

I work for/with ________________________

You know how… (state the problem)

Well, what we do is… (describe your work, jargon free!)

So that… (community benefit)



In groups of two…

Hello, my name is Timm Krueger,  

I work for/with Housing Action Illinois

You know how everywhere in Illinois, families are 
struggling between paying rent and buying groceries?

Well, what we do is advocate for high-quality, affordable 
housing

So that no one ever has to choose between paying rent 
and putting food on the table



In groups of two…

Hello, my name is _____________________

I work for/with ________________________

You know how… (state the problem)

Well, what we do is… (describe your work, jargon free!)

So that… (community benefit)



WHAT MAKES A GOOD STORY?



Protagonist

Someone to root for



Conflict

What’s in the way?
Build tension



As she’s punching out, her supervisor says, 
“We don’t need you tomorrow.”

It’s the last thing Tanya wants to hear. She 
only worked 25 hours last week and needs 
more hours to be able to pay this month’s 
rent. Tanya earns just $9.25 per hour.

Conflict



Because Tanya’s mother died when she was just a 
baby, her father raised Tanya and her four older 
siblings on his own. Now, the roles have been 
reversed: Tanya does everything she can to help 
care for him. He’s 84 and is battling prostate 
cancer.

Since she doesn’t earn paid sick days—like 80 
percent of low-wage workers—she has had to 
forgo work to take her dad to his doctor’s 
appointments, something she can ill afford to do. 
But Tanya’s father was there when she needed 
him, and she won’t let him down now. 

More Conflict



Journey

What happened?
How did it happen?

What did your 
organization actually 
do to help?



Journey

Tanya knows she’s good at taking care of 
him, and it’s inspired her to change her 
life. She wants to break out of the food 
industry by training to become a certified 
nursing assistant, and then go on to 
become a licensed practical nurse.



Journey



Meaning

What is our 
takeaway? 

What’s the way 
forward?

For Tanya and millions of women 
like her, a good job—with a living 
wage, paid sick days, a stable 
schedule, and opportunities to 
advance—is a distant dream. But 
it doesn’t have to be that way.
Women working in jobs that we all 
depend on deserve fair working 
conditions and wages. 
Women Employed’s fight for 
workplace practices and public 
policies that “raise the floor” for 
low-paid workers is part of a 
growing movement for change—
one inspired by the hard work and 
dreams of women like Tanya.



Framing

What is the 
overall goal?



THE SHAPE OF A STORY















COLLECTING STORIES



What program will this support?
Who will the audience be?
How will the story be told?

Prepare



Time 
to talk



Consent
• Explicit vs. implicit
• Release forms & informed

consent



Documentation

Active useStory bankTranscription



CONTENT STRATEGY



CONTENT STRATEGY
…WHAT IS IT?



What’s a content strategy? 

• Planning for the creation, aggregation, 
delivery, and useful governance of useful, 
usable, and appropriate content in an 
experience

• In other words, it’s making sure you have all 
your ducks in a row



How do you plan a content strategy? 

TWO WAYS

Content you 
want

Content you 
have



Why are content strategies important? 











Breakout Groups



Mary’s Story: Annual Report
Mary came to The Haven with three goals: stay 
housed, keep a job, and rebuild a relationship with 
her children. After seven months in supportive 
housing, Mary is on track to meet all of her 
ambitions. 

Before coming to The Haven, Mary worked 
overtime every week to afford a 2-bedroom home 
for her family. When she suddenly lost her job, 
Mary’s depression returned. She started abusing 
opioids and tried everything she could to make 
ends meet. At the beginning of the next month, 
Mary was served an eviction notice and her 
children were placed in their grandmother’s care. 
Mary spent the next two years trying to find 
stability, but she struggled to maintain a job and 
stay healthy without a place to stay every night. 

Mary now works part-time at a nearby coffee shop 
and plans to take a class at a community college in 
the fall. ”I’ve had my job now for months and I 
plan on keeping it,” says Mary. “I can stay focused 
when I don’t have to worry about where I’m going 
home to at the end of the day.”

Mary recently celebrated six months of sobriety 
and has started hosting her children at her 
Haven apartment. Every Friday, they come over 
for a family game night, where they play board 
games and talk about what they’re learning in 
school. As Mary explained, “I’m really proud of 
my place and want to show it off. It makes me 
feel good to have somewhere I can invite my 
children or have a friend over.” 

“Having my apartment at The Haven has 
helped me be independent and build a better 
future—one where I can really be there for my 
children. Here, my life is back on track.”



Mary’s Story: Newsletter

Before coming to The Haven, Mary worked overtime every week to afford a 2-bedroom 
home for herself and her three children. When she suddenly lost her job, Mary’s 
depression returned. Struggling to find a new job, stay healthy, and keep a home for her 
family, Mary was evicted and lost custody of her children. After two difficult years in and 
out of homeless shelters, Mary came to live at The Haven. Seven months later, Mary 
meets with a counselor regularly, has a part-time job, and hosts family game nights at her 
apartment every week. Supportive housing gave Mary the opportunity to be independent 
and build a future where she can be there for her children.

Make a gift to help more people like Mary reach their goals



Mary’s Story: Social Media

Facebook Post:
Supportive housing gave Mary the opportunity to 
focus on managing her mental illness, finding and 
keeping a job, and rebuilding relationships with her 
children. With a stable place to live, residents at 
The Haven access services and work on building 
the skills they need to reach their goals. Learn 
more about Mary’s story and supportive housing…

Tweet:
#SupportiveHousing helped Mary focus on 
her health, employment, & family. Learn how 
The Haven helps people reach their goals...



Mary’s Story: Media Spotlight

We Can End Homelessness. Supportive Housing is a Key Step.

After two years of cycling in and out of homeless shelters, Mary came to live at The Haven. Finally, 
she had a stable place to rebuild her life. Mary’s main priorities were to stay off the streets, keep a 
job, and restore a relationship with her children. After just seven months in supportive housing, 
Mary is taking care of her mental health, has a steady part-time job, and even started hosting family 
game nights every week. But, according to the Executive Director at Northwest Springfield Haven, 
Mary’s success story isn’t an anomaly. 

Supportive housing combines a stable place to live with access to supportive services, so residents 
like Mary can work on building the skills needed to reach their goals. (…)



housingactionil.org/storytelling


