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TODAY WE’LL 
COVER: 
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Why ethical storytelling matters 

Common storytelling mistakes 

A practical framework 

Alternative ways to tell stories 

Creating simple policies 

Real-life scenarios
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AI cannot write 
your stories. 

Your stories are 
what make you 
irreplaceable. 
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STORYTELLING IS NOT A TACTIC.

Collecting, crafting, and 
sharing stories about your 
work and the problem that 
you solve in the community is 
part of your mission.  
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STORYTELLING 
CONNECTS THE DOTS 
FOR YOUR DONORS.

WWW.JCSOCIALMARKETING.COM



STORY 
SCOUTING 
FRAMEWORK
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A practical framework staff can use 
in everyday work to:

recognize meaningful moments

reflect on why they matter

capture stories simply and naturally



STORY SCOUTING FRAMEWORK

IDENTIFY COLLECT SHARE
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STEP 1: IDENTIFY STORIES IN YOUR 
EVERYDAY WORK
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THINK LIKE A DETECTIVE:

Who are the people nobody notices?

What victories go uncelebrated?

What moments happen every week that we take for 
granted?

What stories would disappear if no one captured 
them?
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THINK 
NOTEWORTHY, 
NOT 
NEWSWORTHY.
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It doesn’t have to make 
headlines. 

Your donors want something 
of note. 



“SO, TELL US YOUR STORY…”

What has been your favorite memory? 

How did you feel when you first discovered us?

What is one reason that you continue to support 
us?

What impact have you witnessed in the 
community because of our work?

What drives you?
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CAPTIVATING STORY BUILDING BLOCKS

HOOK CHARACTER STAKES DETAILS
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ETHICAL GUIDELINES 
FOR STORYTELLING
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C.A.R.E. 
STORYTELLING 
FRAMEWORK
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C – Consent 

A – Agency

R – Respect

E – Empowerment  



CONSENT 

Deep consent means that the storyteller understands: 

Exactly how their story will be used, both in terms of purpose and method of 
distribution; 

That they feel empowered to remove themselves from the process at any time; 

That they are under no obligation to tell their story as a condition of receiving 
services at your organizations; 

That they will not receive any preferential treatment or status as a result of sharing 
their story; 

That they have the right to ask the organization to remove the story from any online, 
print, or other media at any time without any fear of reprisal or negative 
consequences
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WILLING IS NOT 
THE SAME AS 

READY

Someone may say yes because

they want to help 

they trust you 

they feel obligated 

they don't know what comes later 

Being ready means they understand

permanence 

audience 

emotional impact 

future consequences
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AGENCY

People own their stories.

Organizations borrow them.

Whenever possible, allow the storyteller to use their 
own words and voice.  
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RESPECT

Avoid

poverty porn

trauma as entertainment

before/after clichés

oversimplification
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LANGUAGE 
MATTERS

Instead of

"They were rescued."

"They overcame."

"They were saved."

Use

"They chose..."

"They worked toward..."

"They shared..."

"They accomplished..."
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EMPOWERMENT

Focus on:

growth

strengths

relationships

resilience

hope

rather than only crisis
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ASPIRATIONS, NOT CHALLENGES

“There are too many people in America whose worthiest aspirations 
and contributions are brutalized daily by relentless classism, racism, 
and assaults on their souls for repudiating the American myth by 
simply existing. 

We need to tell their story better.”

~Trabian Shorters, Founder of BMe Community: ‘You Can’t Lift People 
Up by Putting Them Down’: How to Talk About Tough Issues of Race, 
Poverty, and More 



Strength-Based FramingDeficit Framing

"John is known for his curiosity, 
humor, and resilience. As a child, 
he learned to adapt to frequent 
moves."

"John grew up in poverty and 
never had stable housing."

"This community has built strong 
relationships and mutual support 
while navigating inconsistent 
public investment."

"This community lacks resources."



QUESTIONS TO ASK:

Would your community feel proud if they saw this on social 
media or in an email? 

Would they share it with their networks, thus increasing 
your reach and visibility? 

Asset-framing is modeling how you want your clients and 
community members to see themselves.

Example from DonorsChoose.org: The Story Continues: 
New Series Books for Devoted Readers | DonorsChoose
project by Ms. Hlousek



https://kiberastories.com/stories/



TIPS TO HELP BUILD ETHICAL STORIES

Look Beyond the Obvious Story: 

What other, more nuanced stories can you tell that encapsulate your organization’s 
work? 

What small moments encapsulate the depth of your organization’s work?

Expand Beyond Stories of Those Who Engage with Your Services Directly: 

Volunteers, contributors, staff, Board Members, and others all have a unique 
perspective and experience that connect powerfully with a wide range of audiences. 
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CREATE GUIDING
DOCUMENTS
Examples include: 

A storyteller Bill of Rights; 

a written code of ethics or value statement to 
guide storytelling across different media and 
departments; 

a checklist for staff, volunteers, and Board of 
Directors that codifies awareness around ethical 
issues. 
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STORYTELLER BILL OF RIGHTS: EXAMPLES

https://immigrantsrising.org/storytelling/bill-of-rights/

https://breakthroughctx.org/storyteller-bill-of-rights/

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/61e0aa683eff0705ceb89b6d/t/6250b7aa
7eec675efdda9628/1649457066633/RELATE+Lab+Storyteller+Bill+of+Rights.pd
f







EVERY ORGANIZATION NEEDS
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SIMPLE PHOTO 
RELEASE

CONSENT 
PROCESS

STORY APPROVAL 
PROCESS

STAFF 
GUIDELINES

ANNUAL REVIEW
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Trauma-Informed StorytellingEthical Storytelling

Is the person emotionally ready?Do we have permission?

Should we tell this story now?Can we tell this story?

Is the storyteller protected?Is the story accurate?

Does this honor the storyteller?Does this help our mission?



GROUP 
DISCUSSION: 

SCENARIOS

 Share as planned

 Share, but make changes

 Wait and revisit later

 Don't share this story
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ETHICAL STORYTELLING QUICK CHECK

Before you publish, ask:

 Did the storyteller choose to participate?

 Do they understand where this story will be shared?

 Does this story preserve dignity?

 Does it emphasize strengths—not just challenges?

 Would I feel comfortable if this story were about me?

 Does this story advance our mission?
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YOUR STORIES ARE THE GOLD.

“Think of the story itself as gold. 

You mine the gold, you capture the story. 

Then you bring it back to your office and you need to pound that gold into different 
shapes and sizes, depending on whom you’re talking to, or also where you’re telling it.”

~Andy Goodman
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WHERE YOU SHARE 
DEPENDS ON…

Your goals!

What do you hope to achieve 
with digital storytelling?

What does success look like?

What do you want people to 
do?
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WHERE YOU SHARE 
DEPENDS ON…

Your target audience!

Where do they spend their time?

Which platforms do they use?
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WHERE YOU SHARE 
DEPENDS ON…

Your capacity! 

How much time do you have?

What kind of budget do you 
have? 
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YOUR WEBSITE
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YOUR WEBSITE
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https://www.matter.ngo/inspirational-volunteer-story/
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EMAIL
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SOCIAL MEDIA

Short and sweet

Poignant

Eye-catching visuals 

Specific call-to-action
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3 QUESTIONS FOR STORIES THAT CREATE 
IMPACT
Are we telling stories that preserve the humanity, complexity, and 
depth of their work as well as the lives of the people with whom we 
work?

Are we telling stories that foster realistic expectations for what 
‘success’ looks like?

Are we telling stories that lift up, dignify, and affirm the experience 
of the people we work with while still meeting our development and 
communications goals?
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CONNECT WITH ME!

Connect on LinkedIn:
https://www.linkedin.com/in/julia
campbell/

My website: 
www.jcsocialmarketing.com

My podcast, Nonprofit Nation: 
https://pod.link/nonprofitnation/
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SIX WORD STORY
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“KATIE STEALS TO FEED HER KIDS.”
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Name of a person (doesn’t have to be a real name). 

There are stakes, conflict – even in just six words.  



SIX-WORD STORY EXERCISE
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We will take 5-10 minutes. 

Write out your 6-word story.

Share it with us! 

https://docs.google.com/do
cument/d/1EpFCUUkj4r3_Q
EbCanrGd_twtQtrIiZFsq9yon
-sKEU/edit?usp=sharing


