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Storytelling for  
Change
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Storytelling: 
Why do we 
tell stories?

• In recent years, more and more campaigners and 

advocates have started directly talking about 

“storytelling” as a key component of any campaign 

communications. In many ways, it is the bread and 

butter of journalists and people working in the media. 

You can put your craft to good use to make change  

in the world 

• Powerful storytellers are powerful campaigners. Why? 

Humans engage with stories, from the very smallest of 

children to adults

• Stories have emotion, they move us and they inspire us

• In campaigning, when we tell our stories, we are 

inviting people to walk with us on our journey to meet 

our vision. We are building a connection with them. 

Stories help us understand the world from someone 

else’s perspective - they bring an issue to life
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Almost always, in order 
to achieve change, you 
must mobilise people. 

And in order to 
mobilise the public, you 
need to tell stories. 

Strong storytelling 
is the key to public 
mobilisation. 
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Think of the last 
powerful story 
you saw, read or 
heard that made 
you want to take 
action.

Perhaps it was a video or a status someone shared on 

Facebook, or a story you heard from a friend over dinner, 

or a story you read in a newspaper. One way to improve 

our storytelling for change is to be hyperaware of the 

stories we’re consuming and how they’re affecting us. It’s 

like the tip they give writers - to be a better writer, read, 

read, read. Ask yourself:

• What made this story so powerful to me?  

Why did I connect with it?

• Who were the characters?

• What was the journey?

• What was the moral of the story?

• What does this story tell us about the world  

we’re living in?
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Some examples 
of powerful 
storytelling.

What we find powerful can be subjective. Watch the 

content and see if it connects with you. If it does, think 

about the questions in the previous slide. 
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Families for 
Freedom: 
Projecting their 
stories on the 
Russian Embassy

Please note the powerful device that was used here 

to tell their story - the last words they heard from 

their missing loved ones. 

Please embed: www.facebook.com/

TheSyriaCampaign/videos/910587752762412

https://www.facebook.com/TheSyriaCampaign/videos/910587752762412
https://www.facebook.com/TheSyriaCampaign/videos/910587752762412
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Humans of  
New York

One of the greatest examples of storytelling on 

social media platforms at the moment is the posts on 

Humans of New York. Deeply touching, diverse and 

human, they have moved millions around the world. 

Spend some on the page, read the stories and check 

what makes them powerful.

Oftentimes they are incredibly raw and honest, 

they talk about the good and the had about being 

human, they tell stories of suffering and adversity, 

and of people that have moved them or stood 

by them. The photos are portraits of humans, 

attempting to capture their expressions as they told 

their story.
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Syrian Archive in New York Times: 

Youtube is Erasing History
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How do we build 
stories into our 
campaigns?

• Stories have characters.  

Create a space in your campaign for humans to 

communicate authentically and personally. Think 

about VOICE.

• Stories have a journey.  

Tell the story of your campaign in one sentence. 

What is the goal? What will happen along the 

way? Does it move you or others?

• Place your reader or listener within the story 

How does what happens in this story affect them? 

What does it mean for their own lives? Can they 

influence what happens within this story? 
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Tips for using 
storytelling in 
your campaign

• Get out of your own way. Avoid the temptation to 

over-rehearse or overedit your story. Authenticity is 

the way people will connect through your story

• Authenticity requires you to be brave, to be honest, 

and vulnerable. This will mean embracing emotion. It 

can be uncomfortable for people used to telling other 

people’s stories to open themselves up to tell their 

own - it’s not easy!

• Know your audience, but talk to them like humans, 

like friends or people you would meet in the street. 

• Show, don’t tell. Avoid adjectives, and tell your 

experience like you’re telling a friend.

• Write simply - Don’t worry too much about using big 

words or writing eloquently. With storytelling for 

change, it doesn’t matter as much as being authentic. 
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• Urgency is a powerful tool in campaigning. If a story 

is unfolding or a violation is unfolding, don’t wait to 

get your communication perfect - launch it straight 

away and capitalise on that urgency

• Centre the story around humans and humanity

• Humour and positivity can be very strong. There’s 

often resistance to using a tone of levity in serious 

causes - maybe get a second opinion when you plan 

to do this, but don’t discount it altogether

• Powerful images can tell a story all on their own.

• Make sure to check the resources NAWA Media on 

Introduction to Social Media and Social Media is 

Visual media. These are crucial resources for when 

you want to tell stories on social media. 
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Calls to Action • To publicly mobilise people to join your cause, 

you may want to include a Call to Action in your 

communications. Examples of Calls to Action to 

your audience can be anything from signing a 

petition, sharing a video, calling a decision-maker, 

joining a protest or opening their home to host 

people who need it

• People are mobilised to act when they connect 

with a story - but they also need to believe they 

have agency and that their actions can make a 

difference. This is where you need to present a 

credible theory of change.

• Hope is a powerful currency.  
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Make room for 
people to tell 
their stories

• If it’s not you writing a story, make sure you make 

it possible for the people within your campaign 

to tell their story in a way that makes them 

comfortable

• For some people that’s writing, for others it’s 

talking. So give them a chance to record Whatsapp 

voice notes, or talk on the phone.

• Give time to this process, until trust is built.

• What will make that person more likely to be 

honest and open and tell their story? Sometimes 

talking to a person from their own country, or 

talking to someone from a certain gender.
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Always write 
with one human 
in mind from 
your target 
audience

• Where does this person get their news?

• What kind of stories will they connect with?

• What do they care about?

• What makes them feel good?

• What makes them feel bad?

• What will they engage with?

• How do we make sure they leave feeling 

empowered rather than disempowered?
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Using data to  
tell stories 

• In Week 3, we saw how data and statistics can help 

give legitimacy and solidify your cause. 

• Data can also be used to tell stories. Data can tell us 

about trends, it can tell us about a situation getting 

better or worse, it can tell us about who is affected 

by something, and help us predict the future. 

• If you’re doing the research yourself, consider the 

story that you want to tell with your data once you 

have your findings before you start your research.
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Here are some 
data points that 
you can use to  
tell stories

Consider for example you want to demand greater 

protection for journalists from defamation law cases:

• Compare data on law cases against journalists from 

year to year? 

• Has there been an increase? 

• By how many cases? What percentage increase or 

decrease it that?

• Can you survey journalists with a SurveyMonkey or 

Google Form poll? How many feel more threatened 

by attacks on freedom of expression? What % of 

journalists is that within a union or other group you 

are connected with?

• Who is filing these lawsuits? Is it a certain  

political party?
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Examples of data 
telling stories
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The work of Save 

Idlib group
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The names of 17,306 people 

who died attempting to cross 

the Mediterranean and find safe 

haven in Europe.
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Ranking Digital 
Rights

“The 2019 Ranking Digital Rights Corporate 

Accountability Index evaluated 24 of the 

world’s most powerful internet, mobile, and 

telecommunications companies on their 

disclosed commitments and policies affecting 

freedom of expression and privacy of internet 

users across the world.”

https://rankingdigitalrights.org/index2019/
https://rankingdigitalrights.org/index2019/
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The value of the 

Lebanese pound:  

July 2019 compared  

to July 2020
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From story to 
narrative

• Stories are not just about experiences, but they are 

also a reflection of who we are, as individuals, as 

communities or nations. They tell of our struggles 

and how we have overcome them, and our values -- 

what makes us us. 

• This is where we move from storytelling to think 

about Narratives. Think about the narratives that 

we’ve had to grapple with in recent years, or the 

struggles over narratives.

• In Syria for example, people who participated in the 

uprising describe an uprising of an oppressed people 

bravely putting their lives on the line to demands 

freedom and dignity after years of dictatorship. The 

Syrian government, on the other hand, depicted 

protesters as foreign infiltrators, working toward the 

agenda of countries and groups that wanted to see 

the country destroyed.
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• That’s what makes narratives so crucial - they define 

the past, the current moment and the future. 

• More and more, in the age of hgoh and 

misinformation, protecting and promoting 

narratives is an act of resistance, and a difficult 

struggle that activists must wage every day.

• Governments invest heavily in shaping narratives - 

see for example exposes on “troll farms” in  

Saudi Arabia and Rusia 

  

www.nytimes.com/2020/03/29/technology/

russia-troll-farm-election.htmlsia. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/20/us/politics/saudi-image-campaign-twitter.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/29/technology/russia-troll-farm-election.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/29/technology/russia-troll-farm-election.html
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How do we  
engage in 
narrative 
work?

• Simply put, to build strong narratives around 

causes, tell stories. Give it time in your planning 

and invest in creating the conditions for people to 

tell their stories as authentically as possible.

• Going back to the principles of feminist 

campaigning in Week 1, make sure this story 

is rooted in the experiences of those directly 

affected. This will lead to the most powerful and 

authentic stories.

• Tell stories of hope and heroism where you can. 

People are so much more likely to engage and 

invest with them. Rescue workers, medical staff, 

ordinary citizens engaging in beautiful acts of 

humanity -- these stories will resonate immensely. 
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