
May 12, 2021

Storytelling for Advocacy



Robert Reich, former secretary of labor, writes in The New 
Republic a persuasive case for applying narrative to the 
public debate:

Stories and American Politics
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“…people don't think in terms of isolated 
policies or issues. If they're to be 
understandable, policies and issues must fit into 
larger narratives about where we have been 
as a nation, what we are up against, and 
where we could be going. Major shifts in 
governance – in party alignments and political 
views – have been precipitated by one party 
or the other becoming better at 
telling…stories.” (italics added)



Policymakers Want to be Seen as 
a Problem Solver
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Great messages work because they tell a great story. And 
great stories work for a lot of reasons:

1. They help us interpret our world
2. They are familiar
3. We understand their structure
4. They are engaging
5. They get people to act

Stories and American Politics
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1. Research

2. Context

3. Compelling narrative

4. Drama

Parts of an Effective Story
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Research can pinpoint holes in your arguments.

Failure to identify and deal with audience objections 
ahead of time is the primary reason that messages fail. 

By having some idea of what they are, you’ll be able to 
craft responses that inoculate audiences against them.

Do the Research Up Front
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Remember these three things when researching your 
message:

1. Don’t assume you know everything.

2. Don’t assume the audience knows anything.

3. You can always find a good story. 

Do the Research Up Front
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Context establishes value, impact, and relevance for the 
audience. 

Context in Messaging
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Successful messages – in 
addition to doing everything 
they’re supposed to do – also 
give audiences a glimpse of 
how the messenger feels about 
the big picture.



Define yourself and the opposition:

Anyone who wasn’t “putting people 
first,” one of Bill Clinton’s primary 
messages in the 1992 presidential 
campaign, was in favor of putting 
someone else first – big oil, big 
business, big donors, anyone or 
anything but “people.”

Context in Messaging
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Compelling narratives entertain and engage, and they use 
emotion to spur action. 

Stephen Denning, the author of The Leader’s Guide to 
Storytelling, emphasizes the narrative’s ability to deliver an 
emotional shot to the heart: 

“Analysis might excite the mind, but it hardly offers a route to the 
heart. And that’s where you must go if you are to motivate people 
not only to take action but to do so with energy and enthusiasm.”

Compelling Narratives
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Evidence Suggests that 
Storytelling Works
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Types of Storytelling

1. The Hero’s Journey (Why You Need to Act)

2. What is vs. What Could Be

3. Origin Story (Why I’m Here)

4. Impact Story (Why am I important, How do I help)

5. Objections Story (Why you are wrong) 
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Elements of a Story

1. Characters

2. Conflict

3. Tone

4. Authenticity

5. Meaning/Context
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Great stories all have one thing at their core: drama

What all great drama has in common is conflict – and the 
ability to create that conflict is essential to effective 
messaging.

Compelling narratives with conflict follow a structure that 
we are familiar with. Because they do, they are easy to 
follow. 

Compelling Narratives
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Compelling Narratives
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Conflict is a function of four 
elements: plot, heroes (the good 
guys), villains (the bad guys), and 
consequences.



The structure breaks into four parts:

1. Background: Establishes the current situation
2. The Issue: Brings in the opposition, explains what they’re 

trying to do, and what that means to the state, and to 
your constituency.

3. The Response: Explains what you as an organization are 
doing to fight this, and what that fight is designed to 
achieve.

4. Call to Action: Tells readers what to do so that you and 
your issue will prevail.

Compelling Narratives – Structure 

Storytelling for Advocacy 



Effective grassroots action alerts – applying the narrative 
storytelling model. 

1. They capture attention instantly in a screamer headline 
that positions the good and bad guys, the conflict, and 
the consequences.

2. They flesh that out with a brief, one-paragraph 
introduction that adds a bit of substance to the 
headline.

Compelling Narratives – Structure 
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Effective grassroots action alerts – applying the narrative 
storytelling model. (continued)

3. They structure arguments logically and in a way that 
creates “inevitability” – that is, they engender in readers 
the decision to act before you ask them to do so.

4. They have a call to action.

Compelling Narratives – Structure 
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Gathering Advocate 
Stories



• Stories take time to come alive

• Practice is key to perfecting an advocacy story

• Provide storytelling training  

• Develop a guide or questionnaire 

• Show them examples of successful storytelling 

• Expect imperfection, accept authentic stories    

Working with Advocates
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Working with Advocates

Storytelling for Advocacy 



Storytelling Model for Advocacy 
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Storytelling Steps
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