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This Storytelling Guide is dedicated to Peter and John. They are innovative  

CEOs of non-profits in Waterloo Region. They share a belief regarding the power 

of storytelling.  You will read in this guide how they are transforming their  

organizations with deliberate strategies to create storytelling cultures.

For over 20 years, Jennifer King, the principal author, has brought passion and 

creativity to her roles in journalism, media, business development, international 

aid, and non-profit capacity building. As a founding member of Capacity Waterloo 

Region, Jennifer recognized from the outset the profound importance of helping 

non-profits to build their skills in all areas of communication and storytelling. 

She helped kick-start changes in how Waterloo Region’s non-profits approach 

storytelling and has introduced our region to world-renowned storytelling 

experts, such as Andy Goodman, Dan Pallotta, and National Geographic’s Karen 

Kasmauski and Bill Douthitt. Jennifer’s insights into the balance between head 

and heart – stories and evaluation – are evident throughout this guide. Tanya 

Darisi, Capacity Waterloo Region’s Leader in Evaluation and Development, has 

worked closely with Jennifer to create a model for marrying evaluation and 

storytelling. In the chapter on Collecting and Analyzing Stories, Tanya brilliantly 

demonstrates her ability to combine her academic PhD research training with an 

ability to measure impact through telling stories.

Thank you to Matt Miller, Capacity Waterloo Region’s Executive in Residence for 

Marketing and Branding, for putting the finishing touches on the production of 

the guide.  As a long-time post-secondary teacher in graphic design, Matt is an 

invaluable mentor for non-profits in Waterloo Region.

Every non-profit organization will want to read this guide thoroughly and refer 

to it often.  I can’t imagine a more relevant, current, and resource-rich document 

for organizations that want to engage all the folks that are important to them.

The Storytelling Guide is the copyrighted property of Capacity Waterloo Region. 

We give our permission for you to further distribute this document. We do ask 

that you acknowledge Capacity Waterloo Region in any disseminations of Guide, 

in part or in whole.  

Cathy Brothers, Executive Director in Residence, Capacity Waterloo Region
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It’s a brand new storytelling world and we have no more excuses. It used to be 

that the media controlled the message. But today, every organization can be a 

publisher. For perhaps the first time in the modern history of our sector, we have 

the control and the tools in our hands to tell and distribute our own stories.

This guide builds on the work Capacity Waterloo Region has been doing in  

the area of storytelling for non-profits. We set out on this initiative primar-

ily to tell our own story in a way that connected the worlds of storytelling and 

evaluation. What we quickly realized was that there was a strong appetite from 

our peers to learn about better ways to tell stories and (convey the difference 

they’re making.)

This guide summarizes much of what we’ve been touching on through our work. 

But we’re not aiming to reinvent the wheel. There are plenty of great tips and 

guides available online so we’ll be pointing you to a variety of those, as well as 

the resources and tools that we have found helpful in our work.

“ Maybe it’s because we’re all so overloaded with  
information. Maybe it’s because we’re all so starved 
for meaning. Or maybe it’s because, thanks to social  
media, everyone’s become a broadcaster these days.  
Whatever the reason, we’re all getting the same memo 
at the same time: if you want to be heard, you’d 
better learn to tell better stories.” 

Jonah Sachs, founder and CEO, Free Range Studios and author, Story Wars
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Why We Need to Tell Stories

A good story has power. The power to inspire. The power to energize,  

and the power to move people to action. 

Good stories have the power to build understanding. To entertain. To teach.  

To humanize the big picture. 

Most importantly, good stories have the power to be remembered.

This storytelling power is right at your fingertips. We all have the ability  

to tell stories – it’s part of our DNA, passed down from the beginning of  

humankind. Stories have been called “the connective tissue of the human  

race.” As young children, we instinctively learn to tell stories and we yearn  

for stories to be told to us.

But our natural storytelling nature is suffering. “Knowledge of the fundamental  

underlying forms of story, the principles of story, has been lost, in many ways,” says 

Robert McKee, legendary screenwriter and self-desribed Hollywood story doctor.

Our natural instincts may also be covered up by years of dust as we’ve rattled 

off facts and figures and jargon.

Well, it’s time to dust off and start thinking in stories again.

“ Even if you have reams of evidence on your side,  
remember: numbers numb, jargon jars, and nobody 
ever marched on Washington because of a pie  
chart. If you want to connect with your audience,  
tell them a story.” 

Andy Goodman
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Interviewing People
The interview is one of the best ways to find your stories. There are plenty of 

books and guides online on how to interview people, whether from a journalism 

perspective, or a qualitative research point of view. Whichever way you come to 

storytelling, there are some interviewing basics that will help ensure you gather 

rich information that is as objective as possible. Most revolve around the key tool 

of any interview: the question.

1.  Use open-ended questions. You don’t want “yes” or “no” answers. Ask what, 

how and why questions. For example, instead of asking someone, “were you 

worried coming to Canada?” ask “what was it like to come to Canada?”

2. Ask simple, straightforward questions.

3.  Don’t ask leading questions. And don’t make statements. Ask questions  

to learn, not to establish your position.

4.  Work through the silence. Often, the best stories come after an  

uncomfortable pause. 

5.  Don’t overscript. If you’re reading a list of questions off a page instead  

of engaging in real conversation, the answers will also be less spontaneous 

and authentic.

6.  Use follow-up questions. Often, it’s the follow-up questions that dig deeper 

and uncover the real story or nuggets of rich detail or memory.

7.  Always aim for face-to-face interviews. Spend time up front breaking 

the ice, if needed. Get to know the person and allow them to get to know you 

before jumping in to the “official” interview.

8. Prepare.
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Collecting and Analyzing Stories

Once you start to recognize the abundance of stories around you, it’s time  

to apply some filters that will help you identify the keepers.

 

Find the stories that demonstrate impact and fit with your organization’s 

strategies, goals, values and mission.

A Little About Impact 

We’re all being pressed to demonstrate and communicate the impact of our 

programs and services. Impact speaks to both value and accountability to the 

extent that we are, and are seen to be, making use of resources to achieve 

meaningful change. But it’s not an easy task.

We all use evaluation. We use it to demonstrate the effect and outcomes  

of our programs. And we all use storytelling to communicate our experiences  

of change and growth. Both help us understand what we do. But on their own, 

they can only go so far.

“ We can tell people abstract rules of thumb which we 
have derived from prior experiences, but it is very 
difficult for other people to learn from these. We have 
difficulty remembering such abstractions, but we can 
more easily remember a good story. Stories give life to 
past experience. Stories make the events in memory 
memorable to others and to ourselves. This is one of 
the reasons why people like to tell stories.”   

Roger C. Shank, from Tell Me A Story

Filter #1:
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At Capacity Waterloo Region, we’ve been working on a Storytelling and Evaluation 

Framework that helps bring together these two, often separate, worlds.

Drawing storytelling and evaluation together in strategic and systematic ways 

can better help us learn from, communicate about, and deepen our impact.

Being Strategic 

One of the strengths of stories in evaluation is that they can show just how 

complex our work is. This complexity can also make it easy to get lost in stories, 

and overwhelmed with the information they contain, especially when you are 

collecting multiple stories.

To help use stories more effectively, ask yourself:

1. Why am I collecting this story?

Your purpose will guide the kinds of questions you ask and the kinds of stories 

you look for. Reasons for collecting and telling a story include:

• To share your success

• To advocate for change

• To learn about what works and what doesn’t

• To share resources and knowledge

• To persuade or influence an audience

• To motivate change

• To inform

Think about how your stories will be used and who they will be shared with.  

Will stories be:

• Used internally?

• Shared with funders and donors?

• Shared with the community more broadly?

• Used as marketing?
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2. Is my storytelling aligned with a plan or framework?

Keep your strategic plan, your logic model, or your community impact plan in 

mind. Whatever framework you use, let it guide you in the stories you collect 

and how you analyze them.

Make sure the stories you eventually tell feed and tie back in to your plans. 

Beware of stories that undermine or seem inconsistent with your plans. It will 

create confusion or send mixed messages with your audience.

Here is a worksheet to help think through your goals, story elements,  

and your story of impact.

  Structure       +         Process         +         Content 

Evaluation Framework        Collecting the Information          The Story

Storytelling and Evaluation Worksheet
Outcome:  

The short and intermediate term changes expected as a result of specific program activities. 

Impact: 
The longer team and broader difference that results from involvement in the program.

What does your logic model tell you 
about your impact?

What story do youhave to tell about your impact?

What are the key pieces of your story?

  Structure                  Process

The Story
+
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Collecting Stories 

Whether you use a storytelling approach, or more of a research approach, there 

are many ways to collect a story. Stories can be collected through:

• Interviews

• Video

• Photography

• Written submissions

• Journaling, drawing, or other art forms

• Community story collectors

Analysing Stories 

Analysis and reflection are important in your storytelling work. Capturing and 

sharing a story with a funder is great, but you can go further and deeper by 

building in time to reflect. Know and understand the relationship between the 

information you have and the claims you can make because of that information. 

Using sound methods of analysis, documenting the analysis process, and reporting 

results fairly will help to build the credibility of using stories with evaluation.

Stories are valuable and rich, and can be used much more effectively  

but you do need to:

Keep your questions unbiased: at the beginning of this guide, we shared with 

you our belief that there is an ideal balance between stories and evaluation; 

between the head and the heart. Keeping that in mind, ask yourself: Are you 

searching only for success stories? Or for a specific set of results? Be open to 

hearing the positive, negative and unexpected about your work and impact.

Follow a systematic process: try to use a standardized process for collecting 

stories. For example, use a similar set of questions and style.

Keep interpretations grounded in the stories themselves: there are usually  

multiple ways to interpret and understand stories. Whatever claims you make, the 

content of the stories needs to clearly show that these interpretations make sense.

Triangulate: stories cannot be the only source of information if you are going  

to make interpretations about impact. Other data (e.g. survey, third-party reports) 

is also needed to create credible findings.
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Tips for analysing stories

1. Group similar stories together – are there themes that emerge?

2. Think about representativeness – are they typical or unique cases?

3.  Step back and look for patterns – are there connections between events?  

Are a number of people saying the same thing?

4.  Describe the patterns in writing – How do the patterns relate back to your program?

5.  Ask colleagues for input – Do others see the same thing?  

Are there different interpretations?

Believe it or not, most people do not share your passion for your cause. They 

don’t care so much about your organization as they do about the people you help. 

So it’s incredibly important that we humanize our stories in order to connect 

with the people reading or watching. Stories are about people, not organizations. 

If you can do only one thing to change the way you’re telling your story, make  

it about a person. People relate to people.

To compare the two approaches, read this:

“St. Mary’s Regional Cardiac Care Centre provides first-class surgical care to 

more than 750 patients every year. We are leaders among our peers, providing 

timely consultation, compassionate care, and achieving excellent outcomes.”

Now, read this.

“I remember thinking clearly ‘this can’t be happening to me.’ In hindsight  

however, I was displaying all the classic symptoms, but at that very moment,  

I was in complete denial.”

There was no way I was having a heart attack. I am barely over 50, and  

I work out almost every day. I eat well and I manage stress effectively.  

It must be something minor I thought.

Less than an hour later, I almost died.

Filter #2: Find stories that are personal and emotional.
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Telling Your Story, Visually

There are so many ways to tell your organization’s stories, it can be overwhelming. 

Ultimately, you’ll want to use many of them at once (see the next chapter, Nine 

Lives). But before we explore a few visual options, here are a few tips to keep  

in mind, regardless of the medium you use:

•  Use a storytelling, conversational tone. It takes practice, but limiting the  

“organizational voice” in your story will help bring it down to a personal level. 

Read a good feature story in a newspaper or magazine and study its tone.

•  Show don’t tell. Use details and appeal to the senses. Tell us what you see, 

smell, hear, feel, taste. As children’s author, Barbara Greene, says, “If you tell 

me, it’s an essay. If you show me, it’s a story.”

•  Know your purpose. What’s the end goal of the story? What do you want 

people to do?

•  Prepare. Build in enough time to fully prepare and research your story.

•  Keep it short and sweet. In a world of shorter attention spans, shorter stories 

have more chance of being read or watched than a longer one.

•  Don’t use industry lingo or acronyms.

•  Understand the one the single most important thing you want the story to say.

•  Be clear and concise. Use simple language for easier readability.

“ Somebody once wrote that there’s no more seductive  
sentence in the English language than, 'I want to hear  
your story,’ and maybe they’re right. Because often you 
don’t have to do any more than just say that.”  

Mitch Albom, Detroit Free Press
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For non-profits working with outside photographers, Kasmauski and Douthitt 

offer these tips:

•  Know what you want to say with the images and how you want to use them 

before you set a photographer to work

•  Establish clarity in your message

•  Have an agreement between you and the photographer outlining the project goals

•  Identify the responsibilities of the client and photographer

•  Have a deadline – it helps manage story development and maintain focus

•  Know what the end usage of the visuals will be – it will determine the type  

and level of resources you will need

A little about editing 

We’ve all seen the sites – our cousin’s Facebook picture gallery with 100 posted 

pictures from a birthday party, with just two that are worth looking at. The others 

are blurry, repetitive, unflattering, or just bad. Hopefully we as nonprofits are 

doing better than that, but there are still too many of us not putting enough  

effort into editing the countless images we make.

Douthitt says editing is “getting rid of all the stuff that isn’t interesting” and  

“arranging the stuff that IS interesting in a way that communicates.” Somewhere 

around 5 or 6 images should be enough to tell a story. Other editing tips:

•  Edit with someone else. They might not be as close to the images as you are 

and can offer a more objective view of what’s interesting or suitable.

•  Select only quality images. Develop a sequence for impact, with unrepetitive images.

•  Ask yourself if the visual story has a plot, a main message, and a theme.

•  Ask yourself if the photos capture the why and how of the story?

•  Ask yourself if your visual story tells people something new? Does it offer a new 

perspective? Does it show something unusual that people wouldn’t normally see?
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Here’s a six-item checklist to ensure that your brand is ready for the coming 

visual revolution. 

1. The basics still matter  

Your visual vocabulary starts with a strong foundation—a solid logo and corporate 

identity. However, more than making sure that your letterhead and business 

cards match, your brand team needs to ensure that you have typography that 

can transcend platforms and a lexicon of app-friendly iconography as well.  

You also need to consider how your brand can flourish in a controlled ecosystem 

(e.g., your website) as well as offsite platforms (e.g., Facebook). 

2. Have a plan  

Though this tip may apply to any new social endeavor, it rings especially true 

here. Too often, those with visual savvy in organizations (the creatives!) are kept  

out and are brought in only after the fact—to “make things look pretty.” You need 

to bring in those visual thinkers at the initial stages of your campaigns to help 

you visualize your story across social channels. In addition to personnel,  

you also need a plan for attacking various platforms. What are you pinning on 

Pinterest? How do you use Instagram? 

3. Teach storytelling 

Take some time to teach your team how to capture moments and tell stories visually. 

Consider bringing in a photographer to deliver a guest lecture for some Friday fun. 

4. Understand the mechanics of ‘pinable’ images  

Though Pinterest can be a powerful platform for a brand, using it still requires 

planning. That means including large, engaging photos that stand out in a sea 

of boards. You also need to be cognizant of the need to stand out when coding 

your site to ensure that your images are “seen” by Pinterest’s bookmarklets and 

other pinning tools. 

5. Make your past as visual as your present and future  

In addition to covering your visual bases from now on, make sure you digitize 

images from your brand’s past. Tools such as Facebook’s Timeline give tools to 

brands for telling their stories socially. Coke and Starbucks, for example, do a 

great job of that on their Facebook pages.
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6. Photography can’t be an afterthought  

Many organizations have a couple of trusted photographers they contact in 

times of need, (e.g., for events or launches). That won’t suffice any more. You 

need a strategy for consistently creating more interesting imagery to feed the 

larger spaces on Facebook’s Timeline... and for creating the slices of life for visual 

storytelling on Instagram. 

Fun fact 

New Belgium Brewing, a Colorado brewery, shares Instagram responsibilities 

among five photographers for greater variety in its brand story.
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Nine Lives

You are going to put a lot of thought, energy, and resources into telling your 

stories. You’ll also need to put as much energy into getting your story out there 

– there’s no point telling a story if no one reads it. This simply comes down to 

marketing and time.

Hand-in-hand with getting your story out is repackaging and rewriting – telling 

different versions of your story for different mediums, platforms and goals.

Think of your story like the cat’s nine lives and aim to give each story as  

much longevity as possible - don’t let your story die after its first performance.  

The repetition can also pay off through increased awareness of your message.

Let’s look at some of the mediums you can use to repackage your story:

Print

1. Annual reports

2. Training documents

3. Newsletter

4. Reports

5. Fundraising letters and cases for support

6. Donor thank you’s

7. Media releases

8. Books

9. Case studies

10. A poem

11. A collage

12. Advertising

“ It takes a thousand voices to tell a single story.”    

Native American saying
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Creating A Storytelling Culture

Everyone in your organization is a storyteller. Are you giving them the tools 

they need to help tell your story? Do they even know the stories that you want 

told? How well do they answer the question, “what do you do?”

St. Mary’s General Hospital Foundation and Lutherwood are two organizations 

that are building a storytelling culture. Both organizations share the belief that 

storytelling is a core part of their work and that storytelling makes them better 

at what they do.

St. Mary’s approach to storytelling is “absolutely purposeful” ,says Peter 

Sweeney, President of the Foundation. “You have to immerse yourself in the cul-

ture of your organization. You have to reach out with purpose and explore every 

facet of your organization, most often from the perspective of your – fill in the 

blank – your patient, client, customer. Practically, we spend a lot of time making 

sure we’re connected with the front line staff.”

Sweeney stresses that you must ask for stories. “People don’t know to share 

stories if you don’t tell them you want them. Our staff know, if they get a good 

story, they let me know.”

Lutherwood is another organization that is intentionally building a storytelling 

culture. Shortly after attending a Capacity Waterloo Region’s storytelling workshop, 

Kim Lester was invited by her management team to give a presentation on what 

she had learned. 

She and her colleague tried an experiment.

“ A big part of a CEO’s job is to motivate people to 
reach certain goals. To do that she must engage 
their emotions, and the key to their hearts is story.” 

Robert McKee, screenwriter and author of Story
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Schwabel interviewed Paul Smith, author of Lead with a Story. Smith says:

“Some (companies) have a high level corporate storyteller whose job it is to 

capture and share their most important stories. At Nike, in fact, all the senior 

executives are designated corporate storytellers.

Other companies teach storytelling skills to their executives (because they  

certainly aren’t learning it in business school). Kimberly-Clark, for example,  

provides two-day seminars to teach its 13-step program for crafting stories  

and giving presentations with them. 3M banned bullet points and replaced them 

with a process of writing “strategic narratives.” P&G has hired Hollywood movie 

directors to teach its senior executives how to lead better with storytelling.  

And some of the storytellers at Motorola belong to outside improvisational  

or theater groups to hone their story skills.”


