
| | story culture strategy

THE POWER OF STORY
May 16th, 2023



Welcome and Check Ins

Please drop into the chat and share:
• Name
• Organization and your role
• How are you today?
• What was your favorite story as a 

child?



Welcome

Michaela Meredith



Communications Series with Fig + Sass

90 Minute Training Webinars

Communicate the Change
January

Messages That Move
February

Working with Media
March

Digital Engagement
April 

The Power of Story
Today

60 Minute Technical 
Assistance Workshops

• Small group, hands-on workshop 
that customize webinar learnings 
for your organization + context

• Fig + Sass coaching and peer 
workshopping of your 
work-in-progress

• Offered at multiple times 
following each webinar



Today’s Agenda

• Welcome & Introductions
• Review: Where Stories Fit into Strategy
• Why Stories Matter
• What is a Story?
• Strategic Storytelling
• Activity: What story does your audience need?
• Ethical Storytelling
• Activity: Story Time!
• Discussion and Closing 



Review: Strategic Communications

Start with your Goal

• What do you want to 
achieve?

• The SMARTer the better:
• Specific
• Measurable
• Achievable
• Relevant
• Time-bound

Determine your 
Audience

• Who are the 
specific people 
without whom you 
cannot achieve 
your goal?

Target your 
Audience

• What do they care about?
• What could be their blocks?
• Who influences them?
• Where do they get their 

information?
• Who will they identify with?
• What  frameworks do they have?
• What are they feeling when they 

interact with your content? 
• What do they need to feel to 

take the action you need?



Review: Strategic Communications

Target your 
Audience

• What do they care about?
• What could be their blocks?
• Who influences them?
• Where do they get their 

information?
• Who will they identify with?
• What  frameworks do they have?
• What are they feeling when they 

interact with your content? 
• What do they need to feel to 

take the action you need?

Stories!

• In Materials
• On Website
• In Email
• On Social Media
• Within Messaging
• To the Media
• To build team culture 
• To onboard staff
• As a programmatic tool
• EVERYWHERE!



Review: What does your story need to achieve for your audience?

ACTIVATE 

Objective: 

Activate target 
audiences who are 
already supportive. 

PERSUADE 

Objective: 

Persuade target 
audiences who are 

conflicted. 

NEUTRALIZE 

Objective: 

Neutralize those 
who will never be 
supportive today. 



Review: Strategic Storytelling- EXAMPLE

Start with your Goal

Close California’s 
state-run youth prisons

Determine your 
Audience

Persuade:
• DJJ
• Governor
• Elected officials

Activate:
• Families of incarcerated 

youth
• Incarcerated Youth
• Allies and advocates

Target your Audience

• Stories fri f om curr lently and 
formerly incarcerated 
youth

• Stories from family 
members

• Stories of people who have 
worked in youth prisons

• Stories from experts on 
health and justice



Why Stories?

THERE HAVE BEEN 
GREAT SOCIETIES THAT 
DID NOT USE THE WHEEL, 
BUT THERE HAVE BEEN NO 
SOCIETIES THAT DID NOT 
TELL STORIES.

URSULA K. LEGUIN



Why Stories?



Why Stories?

'I've learned that people will forget 
what you said, 

people will forget 
what you did, 

but people will never forget 
how you made them feel." 

-Maya Angelou



Why Stories?

The average human attention span

12 
seconds 

in 2000

8 
s e c o n d s  

i n  2 0 1 3

9 
seconds 

goldfish



Why Stories? Stories Make Social Change



Why Stories? Storytelling is Scientific



Why Stories? Storytelling is Scientific

"Narrative transportation is the experience people 
have when they become so engaged - or immersed 
in a story that the real world just falls away. 
Transportation is important because it focuses the 
attention of the audience, elicits strong emotional 
reactions and generates vivid mental images. As a 
result, after they exit the world of the story, the 
transported story audience tends to maintain story- 
consistent beliefs. In fact, studies show that those 
who are more transported into narratives are more 
likely to show attitude and belief change."

-  Psychologist Melanie Green



Why Stories? Storytelling for Impact 

"Stories have a unique power to persuade and 
motivate, because they appeal to our emotions 
and capacity for empathy."

 —Jeremy Hsu, Scientific American



What’s a Story?



What’s a Story? Three Core Elements

Characters

Challenge Aka 
the Action

Change



What’s a Story? Characters

111

What job do yoou need your character to do for you?
• Facilitate identification or affinity

• As a pathway to empathy
• Disrupt flawed mental templates

• As a pathway to identification and/or empathy
• Serve as a moral authority

• To align with people values and identity
• Whose story will feel authentic?
• What does your audience need to know about your 

character to understand their story?



What’s a Story? Challenge aka the Action

•What happens to this person?
•What details can you include that 
help your audience be transported 
into the character’s experience?

•Will your audience be able to relate 
to or connect to this person’s 
experience?



What’s a Story? Challenge aka the Action

Show vs Tell the Action
• Chronology brings audiences 

along
• Details, dialogue, and vivid 

descriptions:
• Increases narrative transport 
• Increases likelihood of 

persuasion, activation, 
neutralization



What’s a Story? 

       

Sights

Sounds

Smells

Tastes

Textures

Dialogue

       

Facts

Statistics

Examples

Definitions

Reasons

Comparisons



What’s a Story? Change

• How has the character/s changed 
as a result of the journey?

• What is the “moral of the story?”
• How can the world be a better 

place if we learn from their story?



What’s a Story?
How did you get there? 
Hint: It was hard. 
Or at least interesting. 

Set the Scene

Inciting incident

Act
ion

Moral
Transformation!

Call to 
Action

Your 
Vision

Something 
happens

TakeawayProtagonist



Storytelling Tip - Simplify and Focus



What story do you 
need to tell?



What does your story need to achieve for your audience?

ACTIVATE 

Objective: 

Activate target 
audiences who are 
already supportive. 

PERSUADE 

Objective: 

Persuade target 
audiences who are 

conflicted. 

NEUTRALIZE 

Objective: 

Neutralize those 
who will never be 
supportive today. 



What does your story need to achieve for your audience?

• Foster empathy
• Foster a sense of identification
• Normalize what your audience is 

feeling
• Be a moral authority or voice of 

reason
• Show them the change you 

want them to make
• Motivate them to take a specific 

action
• Understand your vision
• Believe in what’s possible



Strategic Kinds of Stories - “Why” Stories
Since 2011, George has been a proud resident o f the  Essex. O riginally from  Memphis, music and 

fa ith  have always been a big part o f George’s life. Both o f his parents played piano and sang in 

church. For as long as he can remember, he’s enjoyed singing gospel and doo wop fo r  fun.

M A K IN G  A  MOVE

W hen he f irs t moved to  San Francisco, George d idn’t  have a perm anent place to  stay and before 

long experienced homelessness. He f irs t found shelte r at St. V incent’s until he moved in to 
transitiona l housing fo r several months. A fte r working w ith  a case manager, he was able to  move 

in to  his home at the  Essex. Here he found much needed stab ility  and was able to  become more 
independent. Always grounded in his fa ith , George connected w ith  fe llow  residents and created a 

new -found sense o f community. “Everyone goes through tria ls and tribulations in life, you have your 
ups and downs -  which is why it's  good to  keep your fa ith  and hold on; that's very im portant."

REKIND LING HIS PASSION

Since m oving George has been able to  rekindle his passion fo r 
music and worked w ith  Resident Services to  get space in the  
Essex com m unity room to  practice. Now he has his own 

equipm ent to  practice private ly w ith in  the  com fo rt o f his home, 
and since his place is a corner un it o f the Essex, he can practice 

w ith o u t disturb ing his neighbors.

THE FUTURE IS BRIGHT

George is gratefu l to  call Essex his home and end his 
experience w ith  homelessness, bu t now he is ready to  venture 
ou t on his own and looks forw ard to  his next step-m oving into 
a perm anent home where he can enterta in friends and make 
beautifu l music. Living at the  Essex has stabilized his life  to  a 
poin t where he feels ready to  move and is currently w orking 
w ith  Resident Services s ta ff member Casey to  get a voucher to  

move in to  his own apartment.
George gets ready for A Night 

 with the StarsGeorge has had diverse experiences singing; from  perform ing at 
birthday parties and weddings, to  C ity Hall and clubs 
th roughout the  Bay Area. One special experience was a gig fo r a music v ideo specifically about 
homeless. R&B, gospel, and coun try  and western are a few  o f his favorite  musical genres, honoring 
his M emphis roots. He even dreams o f someday having a record deal, proving th a t when you have 

a place to  call home, anything is possible.

Your home is your castle. Home is everything. To have 
a roof over your head, clothes on your back, shoes on 
your feet, and food on your table is everything.



Strategic Kinds of Stories - Model the Journey

President Barack Obama's shifting 
stance on gay marriage

ABC broke into its daytime lineup May 9 , 2012, to announce a 
historic shift: the president of the United States declaring his 
personal support for gay marriage.

“I've been going through an evolution on this issue,” President 
Barack Obama told ABC News.




