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Why Stories? 

An anthropologist would answer . . . because it’s hard wired into our brain by our 

evolution, when the earliest humans used stories to communicate around the campfire. 

A psychologist would answer . . . .because we understand ourselves and others through 

the power of story.  

A sociologist would answer . . . because we frame our understanding of what’s 

happening in our community via stories. 

A fundraiser would answer . .. . because studies show it works better!  The studies, but 

they show: 

• People are more likely to remember facts and concepts if they were told within 

the context of a story. 

• Studies from online fundraising show that appeals telling the story of one 

affected individual almost always outperform appeals about the larger problem 

being addressed. 

• I can personally attest when I started doing my fundraising meetings and thinking 

about them as a series of stories, the results from those meetings went way up. 

What’s a story? 

• Not a sequence of events 

• Classic structure (inciting incident, hero off balance or world not as it should be, 

hero sets out to fix things, hero faces barrier(s), hero overcomes barriers, 

resolution. 

o Or alternatively, hero fails to overcome barriers, but learns a lesson. 

• Always identify: 

o Who’s your hero (or heroes)? 

o What does your hero want? 

o What’s in their way? 

o How does the hero get past that? 
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Elements of a good story for fundraising 

• Concise.  1-3 minutes.  Only go beyond that if you’re an exceptional story 

teller or it’s an exceptional story. 

• Include details that paint a picture, so if the listener closed their eyes they can 

visualize what’s happening. 

• Told in the language of the typical American audience (6-8th grade reading 

level).  Only higher than that for specific audiences. 

• Engages emotions.  Has to involve something or someone the listener cares 

about. 

• Contains some truth, moral, or lesson – either explicit or implicit. 

Why you Exist Story 

• About the founding or the general problem being addressed 

• Explain the purpose of the organization before explaining what you do 

Success Stories/Evidence of Impact 

• A story showing your organization making a difference 

• Don’t worry about statistics.  Never use more than one statistic.   

• People are more interested in a success story about a single individual than 

masses. 

• The success does not have to be earth shattering.  

Bonus points for stories that . . .  

• Make the donor a hero in the story. 

• Say and write “you” more often than “we” or “I.”  And if using “we,” refer to 

the author and the donor together, not “we” as the organization. 

Urgency story: Why now? 

• An unfinished story 

• Involving something to be accomplished in the next 1-6 months. 

• Where the ending of the story depends on your organization having more 

money. 

 

 

 


