
Ethical Storytelling
Beyond Communication, Towards Healing





Ethical Storytelling: Learning Objectives
Expand our understanding of how story can enhance our
culture and mission, both externally and internally;
Explore the relationship between building an inclusive
culture and Ethical Storytelling;
Build a 'toolkit' of concrete approaches that can enhance
our ethical storytelling practices (and contribute to
systemic shifts!).



Our Agenda
The Power & Responsibility of Storytelling
Context: The Stories We Swim In
Ethical Storytelling: Challenges and Opportunities
Ethical Storytelling in Practice
Next Steps and Wrap Up



Group Agreements
If you're able to be on camera during breakout groups, that will help the
conversation.

YOUR PRESENCE IS APPRECIATED!

I'll pause regularly for questions--and please feel free to ask in the chat or raise your
hand whenever!

FEEL FREE TO ASK QUESTIONS

Please do not share any information about other people or organizations in this call.

CONFIDENTIALITY 

We all have different levels of experience and expertise. Let's learn from one another!

LET THIS BE A LEARNING SPACE



The Power (and Responsibility)
of Sharing Stories



StoryCircle Agreements

Confidentiality
Open Mind & Open Heart
Allow space for surprise





StoryCircle Structure

Up to 3 minutes to share
your story.
You don't have to be 'good!'

Storyteller
Support the storyteller with
your full, compassionate
attention. Listen with delight.
The storyteller controls the
agenda.
Listen for plot, themes, and
values embedded in the stories.

Listener



Offering Appreciations

A moment or image in the story that you loved;
Something in the story that you found powerful.

An Appreciation is. . .



The Science of Story

neural story net

Story defines the way

we make decisions

hormone release

Story gets you 'high' on

empathy

neural coupling

Story is 'mind control'



Storytelling, Values & Behaviors 



Context: 
The Story We Swim In



What Story Are We Inside of?
The field of 'philanthropy' and the impact sector evolved
within a structurally inequitable system;



What Story Are We Inside of?
The field of 'philanthropy' and the impact sector evolved
within a structurally inequitable system fueled by acts of
extraction, division, and control;
Historically, 'charity' or 'philanthropy' have carried with
them the tacit assumption, and agreement, that current
injustices will continue forever.



What Story Are We Inside of?
The type of stories and storytelling that have evolved
within this context act to support larger stories,
systems, and beliefs.
Working towards systemic change--towards a more
inclusive, vibrant, and equitable culture--invites a
different approach to our stories.



 

We must heal our culture and our institutions by
identifying and rejecting the colonized aspects of

our culture and our institutions. In using money as
medicine, we can eradicate the colonizer virus
from our funding institutions: instead of divide,

control, exploit, we embrace a new paradigm of
connect, relate, belong.

 
Edgar Villanueva in Decolonizing Wealth



How might we collect and
share stories that center
connection, relationship,

and belonging?



Building More Ethical,
Impactful Stories



THE GRAND
TRANSFORMATIONAL ARC

The Most Common 'Impact' or 'Success' Story:

A 'HERO'S JOURNEY' IN WHICH THE ORGANIZATION AND/OR
ITS CONTRIBUTORS ARE SAVIORS AND THE CHALLENGES AND

DEFICITS OF THE 'HERO' ARE CENTERED



Case Study



Challenges of the 'Conventional' Impact Story

May be based on a foundation of extraction, division
and control
Often does not accurately represent 'success' for our
work
May create unrealistic expectations in the minds of
funders, Board, staff, and community



Look Beyond The
Obvious Story

Powerful stories can be found in small moments of
surprise, change, or discovery. These 'intimate
epics' can connect emotionally with an audience
while honoring the voice, experience, and
resilience of everyone involved.



Widen the Universe of
Stories & Storytellers

Moving beyond 'client stories' allows you to access a treasure
trove of powerful stories. Your volunteers, Board, staff and
others all have stories that can be impactful and build
community around your work!



Emphasize Growth
over Hardship

When we center the strengths of everyone in our story, we
create connection based on shared humanity instead of a
desire to 'save.' It can be powerful to ask story-sharers what
part of their story THEY are most excited to share with your
community.



Tool: An Alternate Structure



Case Study 



Supporting Change



A well conceived Double Bottom Line provides a structure that helps
ensure that your stories both lift up the voices and dignity of your
storytellers AND meet organizational goals.

Tool: The Double Bottom Line



Examples of a Double Bottom Line
Our story is 'successful' if it gets XX% clicks AND is
consistent with the Ethical Storytelling Pledge
Our story is 'successful' if we raise $XX AND adhere to
the Dignified Storytelling Principles





Ethical Story Gathering



THE WAY WE GATHER STORIES
MATTERS

'Ethical storytelling' is not just about the stories
themselves.

THE WAY WE WORK WITH, TREAT, AND HONOR OUR
STORYTELLERS IMPACTS NOT JUST THE STORIES THEMSELVES,

BUT ALSO THE CULTURE AROUND OUR MISSION



Case Study:
The Gala 



Ethical Concerns of Story Gathering
Re-traumatization;
Implicit Power Dynamics and/or Expectation of
Reciprocity;
Lack of control once a story is 'out there;'
Fear of reality not matching the story.



Incorporating 'Deep Consent'

'

Deep consent' goes far beyond simply signing a release
form to ensure that the storyteller understands the
purpose behind sharing their story, how it will be
distributed, and their agency in approving the story
before release. It may also involve helping the storyteller
fully understand any possible implications of sharing
their story publicly.



Offering a Safe Container

'

What and who do you need in place to ensure that your
storyteller feels safe, secure, and protected? 

If, for example, you're asking someone to share their
story at an event, what support is in place or them
following the event? If working with trauma, is your
approach trauma informed and do you have a counselor
present in the event that it becomes necessary?



What's resonating with you in this
conversation? What questions are arising for
you?

Where do you feel your organization has an
opportunity to deepen its ethical storytelling
practices?



Ethical Storytelling in
Practice



Barriers & Pitfalls



The Checkbox or Quick Fix

'
'Ethical Storytelling' is not a 'one and done'
project.

It is an invitation into ongoing conversation
around your priorities, mission, and how you
go about moving your work forward.



The Storytelling Silo

''Ethical Storytelling' is more
likely to emerge when
storytelling is a shared
organizational activity and
value.



Time & Competing Priorities

'
While Ethical Storytelling does often
ask for an investment of time on the
front end, it not only helps bring your
storytelling line with values, it also
deepens impact and potentially saves
time in the long term.



Potential Impact on Revenue

'
This may happen. . .and it's where a
Double Bottom Line can offer
support.



What opportunities exist in your organization
to deepen your conversation and practice
around ethical storytelling?

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



Ethical
Storytelling is part
of an ongoing
healing process.
We can go beyond 'communication' to
promote healing while enhancing your
culture, impact, and community.



Ethical
Storytelling is a
deeply human
process.
We will never get it 'right.'

We can, however, keep discussing,
iterating and doing our best to lift up
the voices and dignity of all.



KEEP IN TOUCH

www.storyandspirit.org

michael@michaelkass.co

LI: linkedin.com/in/michaelkass1

 



Tool: Meeting Your Audience


