
Nonprofit Storytelling
Production Basics



Name. Organization. Role.

In one or two words, what does fundraising 
mean to you? 



Today’s Agenda

10:00 | Welcome + Grounding Exercise
10:10 | Nonprofit Storytelling Tradition / Conventions
10:30 |  Antidotes + Recommendations
10:45 | Questions 

Today’s Goals:

1) Provide an overview of storytelling conventions and its relationship to nonprofit 
storytelling

2) Explore power dynamics and ethics of telling other peoples’ stories 
3) Offer some guiding principals for sharing personal stories, including 

considerations for working with a production company



Before you begin, ask yourself…

How will you your video help you achieve ____________ ? 

Do you really need a video, specifically? Are there other less expensive 
and more engaging and impactful ways to get the same results?



Keep in Mind 

• Video production is expensive and time consuming.

• It becomes outdated quickly. The story changes and is no longer 
accurate or relevant. 

• Telling other peoples’ stories can cause unintentional harm and can 
contribute to systems of inequity that we’re trying to address through 
our work.

• Videos need to be very short, typically 3 minutes or under, to keep 
people’s attention. Can you tell a story in three minutes that respects 
the fullness of the people who are sharing their story? 



Storytelling Conventions

and the Nonprofit Storytelling Tradition 

challenges and pitfalls 



Our storytelling modes are 
fluid, moving from one to the 
next. Often one mode 
dominates.

Nonprofit storytelling tends 
to emphasize the personal

Storytelling MODES
How we narrate or tell our stories

Political
(global, national 
and/or historical 

context) 

Communal
(community 
narratives)

Personal
(personal 

experience 
narratives)



Think of framing in terms of a camera 
lens. How much context do you provide? 

The choices made impact the viewer’s 
understanding and their relationship to 
the story and to the larger issue.

What type of engagement and response 
does your framing inspire? 

(Resource: Frameworks Institute)

Story that 
provides 

greater nation, 
regional, 
historical 
context

Story of the 
describes local 

issues that 
contribute to 

homelessness 

Story of 
Unhoused 
person in 
Olympia

FRAMING 
The process that determines what to include and what to exclude 
through the use of a variety of devices. 

https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/


Visuals - literal or figurative

Metaphors – use of tropes

Numbers – use of statistics or other figures

Values – how we express the importance of the issue

Tone – use of music 

Context – storytelling mode (personal, communal, political)

Order of events – conventional story arc, cyclical, ….

Messengers – who is telling the story?

FRAMING DEVICES
Help to tell the story



Basic Plot Structure Applied to Nonprofit Storytelling:
From Nonprofit Storytelling Training Guide by Christopher Davenport 



• Personal Mode: Focuses on an individual, often focusing on their 
deficits (addiction, homelessness), and follows a simple story arch 
while leaving out or adequately addressing the deeper systemic 
issues that are the root cause of the problem.

• Messengers: Often people of color sharing intimate details of their 
lives often to white audiences. Organizational voice is voice of 
authority or knowledge. 

• Tropes: Donor or organization as the “hero” of the story 

• Relies on emotions like charity or pity that can lead to donor fatigue 
or reinforce paternalism.

The nonprofit storytelling tradition:



The Frameworks Institute: “episodic” vs “thematic”

EPISODIC
Personal Mode /
Telephoto Lens

THEMATIC
Communal or Political Mode /
Wide Angle Lens

Individual (Psychology, Family, Etc.) Issue 

Series of disconnected events or 
case studies

Shortcomings at community or 
systems level

Fix the person Fix the conditions

Solution: we need to understand 
each other better

Solution: we need better policies

Outcome: Transactional / Audience 
as consumer 

Outcome: Relational / audience as 
citizens 

Emotion / Action: Pity Emotion / Action: Empowerment 
and Shared Responsibility

Read full article here:
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/article/episodic-vs-thematic-stories/

“Context defines an issue as 
“public” in nature, and therefore 
appropriately solved in the realm 
of policy. The more episodically 
social issues are framed, the less 
likely it is that citizens will hold 
government and other civic 
organizations accountable for 
solving the problem. The more 
thematic and contextual the 
coverage, the more likely it is that 
citizens will see the issue as one 
appropriate for collective 
action.”



Examples

Watch the videos and take notes on use of:

• Mode (personal, communal and/or political)
• Episodic or thematic? 
• Framing devices (visuals, tone, messengers, tropes, use of language)

How wide is the frame? 

How can you imagine widening the frame further? 



• Move beyond the personal mode. Tell stories rooted in the local, collective “we” 
(YES! Magazine is great at this or read their book called The Revolution Where You 
Live) that emphasize our inherent interdependence, our strengths, and our shared 
purpose. We all benefit from working together to overcome systemic inequity! 

• Provide context that shifts focus from individual problems/victims pulled from 
their larger context. You can still tell personal stories AND educate donors/law 
makers about the root systemic and historical cause of the problem. 

• Show meaning-making as ongoing and layered (personal, collective, political) 
as opposed to a singular moment of awareness or follow a simple storytelling arc. 

We still need stories. We still need connection. 
Antidotes or alternatives for heart-centered connection.

https://www.yesmagazine.org/
https://www.browsersolympia.com/book/9781626567658


Creating an ethical process for sharing personal 
stories…

• Relinquish tight control of the frame. Create a diverse work-team 
to participate in the process of framing the stories and ensure that 
the people who have the most at stake are centered. 

• Invest in the process. Hire a production company and be sure you 
have a paid staff person to facilitate the process. Provide financial 
compensation for storytellers and advisory group members.

• Find the right company. Ensure that the production company you 
hire shares your values and understands about how to work with 
your program participants. 

• Center the relationship over the story!



• Put out an open call. Seek enthusiastic consent.
• Meet the individual in person.
• Set expectations. Be transparent. Explain the whole process. 
• Ask permission, again and again…throughout the process and into the 

future…and for feedback on the process. 
• Involve in ALL editing and get approval before publishing.
• Have a backup plan. Embrace the concept of ongoing consent.
• Manage donor interactions and expectations. 

Working with program participants…

From 7 Ways to Tell Link Stories More Ethically:

https://communitycentricfundraising.org/2021/01/06/7-ways-to-tell-stories-ethically-the-journey-from-exploited-program-
participant-to-empowered-storyteller/



A move away from donor-centric and transactional fundraising, such as galas and 
auctions that center donor’s needs and have little to do with your organization’s 
mission. Adopt a community centric fundraising model. Produce events that you can 
easily repeat at very low cost to the organization and that educate your donors about 
the context and ideas connected to your work and their own role in helping to 
transform the system and how transformation will impact their lives too.

A commitment to long-term relationships with your donors that provides 
meaningful ways to engage with the issue you’re trying to address and ongoing 
opportunities to contribute their time, money and talents to that end.

A commitment to breaking down the donor / staff / client divide in ways that are 
safe and appropriate in favor of building a community of people committed to a 
shared purpose where we all have something to gain and something at stake. 

In the long-term…

https://communitycentricfundraising.org/

