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COMMUNICATION, TOWARDS HEALING
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RECONNECTING 
WITH STORY?



WHAT IS STORY?

STORY IS THE BASIC BUILDING BLOCK OF COMMUNITY



RECONNECTING WITH STORY

AGREEMENTS

▸Confidentiality

▸Non-Judgement

▸Listen Deeply

▸Allow yourself to be surprised



RECONNECTING WITH STORY

TWO ROLES
STORYTELLER

‣ This is your time.

‣ You are under no 
obligation to entertain, 
be coherent, or speak 
at all.

LISTENER

‣ You are there to 
support the storyteller 
with your attention.

‣ Listen with delight.

‣ The storyteller 
controls the agenda.



RECONNECTING WITH STORY

STORYCIRCLE GUIDELINES
‣ Each storyteller will have up to 3 minutes to share their story.

‣ After each story, the storyteller may invite appreciations. The only type 
of feedback in these circles are:

‣ Specific moments or images that resonated with you.

‣ Listen for plot, themes, and values embedded in the stories

‣ What common values emerged from your stories?

‣ What themes wove through your stories?



THIS IS YOUR BRAIN ON STORY
RECONNECTING WITH STORY

▸Our brains are wired for story
▸Story helps us connect so we can convince



WHAT IS 
IMPORTANT ABOUT 
ETHICAL 
STORYTELLING?



‘EPOS:’ WHAT STORY ARE WE LIVING IN?
RECONNECTING WITH STORY

▸The nonprofit sector – NPOs, philanthropy, and 
communities being served, etc. – evolved inside of a 
profoundly inequitable system.
▸Historically, ‘charity’ has carried the expression of a belief 

that current injustices will continue forever.
▸This belief is woven into DNA of the most common types of 

‘impact stories’ that organizations have been trained to tell.



COLONIZED ——> DECOLONIZED
RECONNECTING WITH STORY

DIVIDE CONNECT

CONTROL RELATE

EXPLOIT BELONG

from Decolonizing 
Wealth by Edgar 
Villanueva



ETHICAL STORYTELLING PRACTICES REINFORCE VALUES THAT SUPPORT DECOLONIZATION

RECONNECTING WITH STORY

From ‘Values for the Future’ by Doug Lipman, 2018



ETHICAL STORYTELLING, AT ITS CORE, IS 
A DECOLONIZING PRACTICE



HOW CAN WE BUILD 
MORE IMPACTFUL AND 
ETHICAL STORIES?



THE AUDIENCE
▸Who is your audience?
▸What do they know or think they know about your situation?
▸What is your role in relationship to them?
▸What is their priority?
▸What do you want them to do or think about at the end of 

your conversation?

CRAFTING POWERFUL CONTENT



ETHICAL STORYTELLING

CASE STUDY
Imagine being told that your eight-year old son is “on his way to jail”. This is exactly what 
Sylvia, a mother of a boy with autism and ADHD, was told over a decade ago by his 
school.
Paris did not speak until he was eight and was expelled from preschool. In elementary 
school Paris was sent home every day, adding up to a year of lost classroom time.
Paris’ ADHD and autism caused his hyper behavior, but his school refused to provide 
any services to remedy these behaviors. Instead of trying to help Paris, his teachers 
taped him to the desk so that he could not move. After this, Sylvia and her husband lost 
all faith in the school’s ability to simply keep her son safe. 
Once she found out about PROGRAM, things changed for Sylvia and her family. 
Through our year-long, intensive classes, Sylvia learned how to advocate on behalf of 
her son. . .



ETHICAL STORYTELLING

CASE STUDY
Paris, now 23, defied a decade and a half-old prejudice his 
school had against him.
After graduating from – a non-public school – last year, he 
enrolled in the local community college. He is on his 
school’s swim team and tutors other children in math.
The boy who did not speak until he was eight is not on his 
way to jail – he is now on the board of trustees for his 
college!
Contribute today to help more children like Paris!



CASE STUDY
ETHICAL STORYTELLING

‣ What story about people with autism or ADHD does this story reinforce?
‣ Who is the ‘antagonist’ of the story? 
‣ Based on this story, what does ‘success’ look like for the organization’s 

clients?
‣ Based on this story, why would someone contribute to this organization?



CHALLENGES OF ‘CONVENTIONAL’ STORYTELLING
ETHICAL STORYTELLING

‣ Oversimplified ‘hero’s journey’ stories of transformation or 
‘success’ can betray the complexity of what it takes to 
overcome challenges and move forward.

‣ Creates unrealistic expectations against which clients 
may measure themselves.

‣ Creates unrealistic expectations in the minds of 
funders, Board members, staff and other community 
members.



MORE ETHICAL STORIES. . .
ETHICAL STORYTELLING

‣ Look Beyond the Obvious Story. What small moments capture the power of 
your organization’s work? How is the larger system or community present in 
that moment?

‣ Expand Beyond Client Stories. You have access to a treasure trove of 
impactful stories from volunteers, Board members, staff, and others.

‣ Emphasize Growth Over Hardship. Ask folks what part of their story they are 
most eager and excited to share.

‣ Build Awareness of a ‘Double Bottom Line’ for Stories. Your stories should 
both lift up the voices of the storytellers and advance your organization’s needs.



STORY STRUCTURE: BEYOND THE HERO’S JOURNEY
POWERFUL STORIES



THE AUDIENCE: CALL TO ACTION SHORTCUT

CRAFTING POWERFUL CONTENT



THE AUDIENCE: EXAMPLE

CRAFTING POWERFUL CONTENT

Pitches are all about 
getting $$$

Pitches are
opportunities to
build relationships &
community around 
your product

Using dry / salesy /
disconnected
language

Integrate story,
humanity, and 
relational language
into pitches



CASE STUDY: THE GALA



TIPS FOR GATHERING STORIES ETHICALLY
ETHICAL STORYTELLING

‣ Deep consent
‣ Safe container
‣ Offer training
‣ Make ethical storytelling a value and 

practice



CHALLENGES OF GATHERING STORIES
ETHICAL STORYTELLING

‣ Re-traumatization
‣ Expectation of reciprocity + 

implicit pressure
‣ Fear of reality not matching a story
‣ Lack of control over a story once 

collected



COMMON PITFALLS
ETHICAL STORYTELLING

‣ Treating storytelling as a periodic communication tool 
instead of a core value

‣ Keep storytelling silo’d off in communications and 
fundraising

‣ Rushing and not making practice a priority



THREE QUESTIONS
1. What opportunities exist in your organization 

to deepen your conversation and practice 
around ethical storytelling?

2. What is one structure or practice you can put in 
place this week to facilitate more awareness 
about ethical storytelling?

3. How might you develop a double bottom line
for your storytelling?



MORE THAN ‘THE RIGHT THING TO DO’
ETHICAL STORYTELLING

‣Unethical storytelling can work at cross purposes to the missions 
of our organizations.

‣Surfacing ethical concerns and encouraging open dialogue can 
build stronger relationships between different parts of the 
organization and inspire great depth and creativity in 
communication efforts.

‣Ethical storytelling practices lead to more nuanced, human, and 
powerful stories.



Q & A AND
WRAP UP



KEEP IN TOUCH. . .
michael@michaelkass.co

www.storyandspirit.org

http://www.storyandspirit.org

