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• Founder: Girlstart

• Featured on: Oprah, 

• CNN, the Today Show

• What Rachel does: 
custom training, board 
retreats, online classes

Weaknesses: chips, queso 

Rachel Muir, CFRE

@rachelmuir

rachel@rachelmuir.com
www.rachelmuir.com 



What Rachel does:

Custom training

Keynotes 

Webinars 

Workshops 

Speaking

All on fundraising…

Learn more at www.rachelmuir.com 

Board retreats



Free guides -> rachelmuir.com/guides 
Join list to be invited to free webinars 



www.rachelmuir.com/ask



www.rachelmuir.

com/discovery



Secrets of Storytelling
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The science 
& secrets of 

great 
storytelling

Storytelling 
do’s and 
don’t’s

How to build 

a storytelling 

pipeline

Q & A

Storytelling 
formats  

+ eye candy 
examples

@rachelmuir Facebook.com/RachelMuirFundraising



Get today’s slides:  www.rachelmuir.com/handouts





If this were easy I would not be here.

Lots of distraction



What can 
beer teach 
us about 
storytelling?



Our brains produce stress hormone 

Seeing cute animal releases oxytocin

Oxytocin promotes connection and empathy 

Happy Ending releases dopamine

Dopamine makes us feel hopeful and optimistic 



Why 
storytelling 
is the 
ultimate 
weapon

1.Stories are universal 

2.They mirror human thought

3.The more absorbed we are in a 
story, the more it changes us 

4.We read facts with skepticism 

5.We quickly shed our skepticism 
when engaged in a story  



Fundraising is quest for empathy



EMOTION RULES.  
EVERYTHING ELSE DROOLS.



We must make donors FEEL in order to give



Like it or not, great fundraising is bursting with 

emotion.  Using emotion in your fundraising is 
no more unethical than using oxygen to breathe.”

“

Jeff Brooks, Turn Your Words Into Money

@rachelmuir Facebook.com/RachelMuirFundraising



Source: Alan Clayton, Great Fundraising  



People give for emotional reasons.  

Give your cat cat food.

Give your donors 

emotional information.    
Give your donors emotional information.”

“
Jeff Brooks



Humans are to thinking as cats are to  

swimming.  We can do it when 
we have to, but we’d much prefer not to.”

“

Daniel Kahneman, Thinking Fast and Slow

@rachelmuir Facebook.com/RachelMuirFundraising
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SECRETS TO TELLING GREAT  

STORIES



@rachelmuir Facebook.com/RachelMuirFundraising









What gives it 

meaning?   

Vulnerability.  



Story Essentials 

Hook 

Payoff 
Build





9 WAYS TO TELL YOUR STORY



9  Ways to tell your data story  

Infographic 

Unexpected narrator (i.e. inanimate object)

Client testimonial

Before/After 

Video

Timeline/Timelapse

Behind the scenes

Compare/Contrast 

Give your data a visual form 







Can’t use photos?  Try silhouettes. 



Stories can simplify complex problems.







Ruby got fan mail (and a planned 

gift).

Done by Agents of Good: bit.ly/RubyandJack



“I was terrified when this mailing went out. 

Not because I didn’t like it but because it was so 

different from anything the organization had done. 

The Ruby mailing felt really risky. 

It’s good to feel that way a few times a year. 

It is also a gift to work somewhere that 

is willing to try new approaches.”

Kimberley MacKenzie, Ontario Nature  



People I’m not expecting to hear from:  
hummingbirds & paper bags 



Telling stories is the virtual equivalent 
of taking your donors on a field trip.”

“
Carmine Gallo, Talk Like Ted 

@rachelmuir



What are the major stories that play out every year as you 
deliver your programs and services?  Might you…

▪ Chronicle a student’s improvement? 

▪ Follow a teen mom as she enrolls in your new parent 
program?

▪ Share a day in the life of a client, a client’s child, a  
parent, or volunteer leading a program? 

▪ Chronicle a day in the life at your food bank, teen 
center, etc from the viewpoint of an unexpected 
narrator, like an inanimate object?

BEHIND THE SCENES IDEAS…  



Behind the scenes video



WHO IS THE HERO?



Donors don’t give because you’re excellent.  

They give because they are excellent and 
you help them realize their awesome selves.

“

Jeff Brooks, 
How to Turn Your Words into Money  

@rachelmuir Facebook.com/RachelMuirFundraising



Your communications = my mirror.



I pay attention to what interests me 
and what interests me most is me.

Ask anyone.”

“
Tom Ahern

@rachelmuir rachelmuir.com/guides 



“When you 
see…

A homeless person sitting on a 

park bench, or sleeping under a 

bridge, you wonder what you 

should do.  That’s the kind of 

person you are.”

Source: Jeff Brooks, How to Turn Your Words into Money



http://bit.do/MSFvideo



You are never the hero.  

The hero is the person you served and the 
donors who enabled the service.

“
Andrew Buck, Mighty Citizen

@rachelmuir www.rachelmuir.com



Tell the donor “you” did this

“You made your gift just one (week, month) 
ago and already you’ve… (insert 
amazing accomplishment here)



Source: Penelope Burk, 2013 Donor Survey 



TIPS TO CREATE A CULTURE 
OF STORYTELLING



Source: Boring 2 Brilliant, 
Author Lori Jacobwith

 Who did you turn away?

 What made them come to 
us for services?  What are 
we able to do for them?  
What are we not able to do 
for them? 

 Is there anyone you met 
lately that made you feel so 
proud we exist?  

Don’t ask programs for stories.  Ask questions…!



How Girlstart gets stories 

@rachelmuir

Program staff author blog posts 

Surveys 

Program application questions 

Video interviews with students & 
volunteers  

Asking for them on social media



Tips to create a culture of storytelling

Kick off staff/board meetings with storytelling

Add to employee job description

Reward great storytelling 

Set a model example & support training



INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

▪What was your life like before you 
connected with us?

▪Tell me about a person you remember 
helping you.  How did that make you feel?  

▪How is your life different today?

▪What makes you feel good when you think 
about our organization? 

▪What would you say to supporters of our 
cause?  Source: Holly Paulin, Agents of Good 



DO YOU KNOW 
WHAT STORIES 
YOUR DONORS 

WANT TO HEAR?



What you think of when you think of 

Habitat for Humanity?







Was it saving lives at sea that 
inspired RNLI donors to give?  

Source: The Zen of Fundraising, Ken Burnett 



They gave because they 
love heroes.  



FIRST WE KILL ALL THE  

COMMON?
TRUTH BOMB:  

DATA ≠ A STORY



BEFORE



Fight the 
urge to tell 
the reader 
everything 
you do.

@rachelmuir



AFTER



STORYTELLING TIPS 
▪Good stories have conflict

▪Think about your story like a movie with a 
beginning, middle and end

▪Short - 2 minutes long

▪ Intensify with vivid language and intonation 

▪Fewer works build trust 

▪Lead with one central character (or family)

▪The best stories make complex ideas simple

▪Story is about cause or client, donor is hero



Try this!

Story 
spine



Let me tell you about…Name, age, descriptive details.
His/her life was… Share details of how they felt about 
their choices, health issues.
_____ made her way to use because…
Here’s how we helped…Use engaging language and share 
how the recipient felt about your support, etc.
Because of our supporters ______ is now… Describe the 
exact results and transformations.  Even if you are an 
advocacy organization talk about one person whose life is 
different because of your work.
This is just one of thousands of stories I could share with 
you about how you are…Explain briefly how you are 
saving or changing lives.

Source: Lori Jacobwith, www.boring2brilliant.com



Questions?



Thank you!

rachel@rachelmuir.com

www.rachelmuir.com 

Follow me

@rachelmuir

Want today’s slides?  

www.rachelmuir.com/handouts

Want to chat more?  Calendly.com/rachelmuir

Facebook.com/RachelMuirFundraising



www.rachelmuir.com/ask



www.rachelmuir.

com/discovery


