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Stories can move, 

mobilize, and 

motivate people 

towards change and 

action.



● Movement: Engaging language 

activates the brain’s motor regions.

● Empathy: Character-driven stories 

stimulate emotional connections.

● Memory: Dopamine release helps 

retain key messages.

● Cooperation: Oxytocin encourages 

collective action.

The Science of Storytelling



Different Types
of Storyteller s
● Those who persuade

● Those who inspire

● Those who launch revolutions and movements

● Those who tap into your potential

● Those who manipulate



Elementsof a Great Storyteller

● Create Anticipation

● Build curiosity

● Details

● Ebbs and flow of speech and Volume
● Involvement



Techniques
● Rhythmic flow

● Talk like you are talking to a friend

● Unique Perspective - Story lenses- Differentiation.

● Include a visual Hook - Grab the audience - Use visuals.



Connecting Phrases and Their Effects

This diagram highlights how different conjunctions or transition words shape narrative structure, particularly around 
causal flow and conflict.

1. "But" and "Then"
•Effect: These create loops, introducing conflict or deviation.
•Use: Useful when you want to build tension, contrast, or change.
•Example:
•"She wanted to go to the party, but she had homework. Then she decided to finish it early.”

2. "But" and "Therefore"
•Effect: These close loops, resolving conflict and driving causality.
•Use: Good for resolution or consequence-based storytelling.
•Example:
•"He was late, but he called ahead. Therefore, they waited for him.”

3. "And Then"
•Effect: Mounting  it builds momentum without introducing conflict.
•Use: Useful for progression and escalation, especially in action or sequence-based storytelling.
•Example:
•"She got dressed, and then she left for work, and then she realized she forgot her keys."



Summary Table

Phrase Pair Function Narrative Effect

But / Then Conflict-Driven Creates loops

But / Therefore Causality-Driven Closes loops

And Then Sequential Mounts events



What are the components of a 
GREAT story ?
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Activity – Fill in the boxes

What are the components of a GREAT story?
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Example

Level 1:What’s my story about? (Surface)

Level 2: What’s my story REALLY about (Meaning)?



Goal: Inspire my team to try something new by switching from paper forms
to electronic forms.

What is this REALLY about? Change. Teamwork. Support. Facing fears.

Don’t: Tell a story about forms!

Do: Generate a list of stories about how change is scary, but together we can face
our fears and do hard things.

Do: Your SURFACE story migh t be about whale watching, or trying a new coffee
shop, or making a new friend, but the deeper meaning of your story (navigating
change) aligns with your goal.

Tip: Align with MEANING



Theme



Choose Your Theme

Before you move forward, you’re going to want to choose a theme that will help frame the story you’ll work on throughout this 
session. Take a closer look at each.

1. Show Me the Money: Persuading funders or stakeholders to invest.

2. My Time to Shine: Positioning oneself for leadership or opportunities.

3. I Have a Dream: Inspiring social or organizational change.

4. Craft Your Own: Developing a unique, purpose-driven story.

Frame Your Challenge

What story do you want to tell?

How and why will you motivate your audience toward action?



Challenge
I want to tell a story about — ------(Cause), so that I can — -----------(Action)

MAYBE...

I want to tell a story about my leadership skills, so that I can get a promotion.

OR...

I want to tell a story about a nonprofit I volunteer for, so that I can inspire others to donate money to 
our Thanksgiving fundraiser.

OR EVEN...

I want to tell a story about a high-risk, high-reward strategy for my firm, so that I can make my team 

comfortable with investing in the approach.



Blue Print



Mindset

EMPATHIZE with your audience.

LEARNING GOAL

Set yourself—and your story—up for success by 
identifying your audience, their needs, and the 

problem you aim to solve.

Before you can tell a great story, you need a blueprint to 

focus your narrative. You’ll zero in on your audience, their 

needs, and the impact you’re trying to achieve.



• BluePrint

ALEXIS VIDAL

The Brief The Big Idea

What your story is really about. It’s 

the one thing you want to stick with 

your audience. Think of yourself as 

the director of a film that people 

have already shown up to see.

What’s the one thing you want them 

to remember when they’re driving 

home afterward?

The Medium

Now it’s time to think about the 

medium you’ll use to convey 

your story.

1.WHO’S YOUR AUDIENCE?

2. WHAT DOES YOUR AUDIENCE CARE 

ABOUT?

3.WHAT ARE YOU TRYING TO 

ACHIEVE?



Three questions to keep your BIG idea in 

check

1. DOES YOUR BIG IDEA CAPTURE A PROBLEMYOU’RE TRYING TO SOLVE?

There’s probably something you’re trying to change.

2. IS IT COMPELLING?
People should be inspired to action after hearing it.

3. IS IT CLEAR AND CONCISE?

People need to be able to digest your idea quickly.



Stories have layers.

Layer 1:The most obvious, surface level layer.

Layer 2:The subtle themes that drive the story.

Layer 3:The big idea of that story that the audience will 
be repeating to themselves after hearing/reading it.



saying to themselves whenStep 1:What do you want your audience to be 

they leave your time together?

Step 2: What do you want them to FEEL? To DO?

Step 3:From there, think of stories that might illustrate themes that align 

with that big idea.

OR, some of you might think of your story or the emotions first! It’s okay to 

play with this order.

I like to think of someone from my audience in line at the grocery store

later in the day after they’ve heard my talk. They’re hearing my voice in

their head saying….?

What’s Your Big Idea?
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Activity

What’s the Big Idea?

What’s your current understanding of what we mean when we talk about your story’s Big Idea? Or, what’s unclear?



ACTIVITY



Large Group Directions
Volunteers: Share out:

1. Pick your favorite version of 

your Big Idea.

2. Greet your peers briefly and 

share a very brief context for 

your big idea. Use plain 

language.

3. Challenge: state your Big Idea 

in ONE sentence.

Peer Feedback:

1. Did they speak to the 

audience’s needs?

2. Is that big idea clear to casual 

users/learners?

3. Is it jargon free?

4. How did yo u feel when you 

heard it?



Introduction to Storyboards

• Screenplay writers, animators, etc. love using storyboards to plot out the stories they 

want to tell.

• A storyboard is a series of simple drawings that visualize the scenes in a movie, with 

some text explaining what will happen in each.



Why Use Storyboards

• Clarifies your vision and storyline
• Saves time by identifying gaps early
• Aligns team members on the creative direction
• Serves as a visual reference during production



Typical Elements of a Storyboards

• Frames or panels representing each scene
• Captions or dialogue

Tip
Keep it simple and focus on the sequence, not the artistic quality. Even 
stick figures work if they convey your idea clearly.





Prototyping



Prototyping Mindsets (BE BRAVE)

Discussion moment: Which mindset feels like your greatest strength? Greatest

challenge? Share in chat!



Prototyping is a powerful way to bring your ideas to life, moving them from 
thoughts in your head to something others can see, react to, and build on. 

Adopting a "be brave" mindset allows you to get comfortable with sharing work-in-
progress ideas and embracing feedback. In this lesson, you’ll get hands-on experience 
with building, sharing, and reflecting as you move your ideas forward.



Prototyping

3 steps to

Build Share

The more you get your story in 

front of others, the better it will 

get. Invite others to help

shape and support your vision.

Reflect

Think about what others had 

to say. Rely on your gut when 

deciding which feedback to 

incorporate.

Write a rough draft. And don’t 

worry about making it 

perfect!We Believe In“failing 

early to succeed sooner.”



Ways to Prototype and Build
Your Story

Get Creative

The Bar Test
Tell your story over drinks at a 

bar (cafe, restaurant, or 

wherever). Just get out of the 

office.

Don’t overthink it. Simply tell it. 

And then invite feedback to 

make your story stronger for the 

next round.

ACHIEVEMENT 3
Grab some post-its and stick your 

thoughts on the wall. Get your 

“intro,” “main points,” and 

“conclusion” up there. You might 

know how to end your story, but not 

how to begin, and that’s okay. Once 

you see it start to take shape, it will 

be easier to see what’s missing.

Hit Record
Hit record on your voice memo 

and just start talking. That

way, you won’t get stuck in 

your head. Speak naturally

and from the heart. Let the 

words roll out of your mouth 

and into the world.



Make it personal

Personal stories are wha t resonate with us 

and move us as hu ma n beings.

Get emotional

Allow yourself to con nect wit h your 

audience - be vulnerable.

Use anecdote and reflection

Anecdote hel p the audience g o with your 

in the story. Help t he m ma ke se nse of 

wha t they just heard with refle ction. You

wan t your audience to feel wha t you've 

described.

Make it visual

You don't hav e to be a gr aphic desig ner to

create a visual ly comp ell in g story. It's all

about choosin g image s, both visual ly and 

verbally, to paint the  picture for your 

audience.

Give a call to action

Always have an ask at the end. Somet hing  

like, here's what I want you to remember,

or if you do one thing , do this. Don't leave 

room for ambiguity, tell th em how to get

involved.

Stay inspired

Remember, storytelling is a creative act and

it's pretty hard to feel creative whe n your 

brain's dried up. Get some fuel for your 

creative engin e.

Bonus Tips (if you’ve already drafted your story)



Invite Feedback to Strengthen Your Story



QUESTIONS TO PROMPT FEEDBACK

1 What was most memorable?

2 What Do You Have QuestionsAbout?

3 What moved or motivated You?

4 What, in your opinion, was the big idea?

REMEMBER: We’re not just telling stories for fun. We want our audience to take action. So we need 
to know what’s important to them. What did they find to be moving and inspiring?



STEPS FOR REFLECTING

1 RETURN TO YOUR BLUEPRINT. Compare the feedback to your brief and big idea—are you 

getting all the points across that you meant to make?

2 GET PHYSICAL. Write each piece of feedback on a post-it and then place it near the part of the 
story it refers to. What stands out to you?

3 LET IT BREATHE. Take a step back and sit with your feedback. If it stung a little, forget about it 

for a while. Time often brings clarity.

4 REVISE YOUR DRAFT. Experiment with what works. Maybe you need to restructure certain 
main points or maybe you need to add some visual or descriptive language. It’s all about making 

your story as impactful as it can be.



Iterate Your
Story



emotionalhighs

emotional lows

time

Directions: Draw a similar line on a piece of paper. 

We’ll then watch a 5-minute video together. Sketch 

the emotional journey of the video on your line. You 

might also want to tag specific emotions (slide 70) 

you witness or feel on your line.



Consider adding 
emotions you 
notice while 
watching the video 
to your storyline.



The Greatest Showman Greenlight Clip



Story Arc

TIP: to get better feedback, consider telling your story to a 

test group/person (without showing the person your story 

arc), and have them draw the emotional arc they’ve gone 

through while listening to it
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Audience resistant to change. Hero felt great with status quo, got disrupted, and 
lost hope, becoming renewed and energized (transformed) at the end.



Design for Impact



Story for Impact

If a story is about a person with a problem, then you need to

motivate others to help solve that problem. You’ve got to get
people excited about what you’re saying. They have to feel it,
see it, and believe it in order to create impact. Here are a few of

our favorite tips.



MAKE IT PERSONAL

Personal stories resonate with us and move us as human beings. Everyone has a story to share.
GET EMOTIONAL
A lot of people will tell you otherwise. But don’t listen to that. Sometimes you just have to be 

vulnerable.
USE ANECDOTE AND REFLECTION

Anecdotes are the “put you in the room” moments. Reflection is the part of the story where you 
help the audience make sense of what they just heard.

MAKE IT VISUAL

Choose images to paint a picture for your audience. It will help your audience remember, relate 
to, and respond to your story.

INCLUDE A CALL TO ACTION
What do you want people to do after hearing your story? Highlight “next steps,” “what to 
remember,” or “the one thing you want them to do.”

STAY INSPIRED
Get fuel to your creative engine. Listen to music. Take a walk outside. Exercise. Leave the 

office! Just take notice of the world around you. There are stories everywhere!

Tips for Story Impact
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Kudos for:

Audience Analysis 

&Clarity of Big Idea
Storyline &Emotion Tone, Delivery or Visuals

I liked… Next time, what if… I liked… Next time, what if… I liked… Next time, what if…
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Final 
Reflection

What’s your most important 
takeaway from this session?

What feels unffinished? What 
questions are there to explore in the 

future?

SESSION REFLECTIONS



THANK 
YOU

International Society  for 

Human Rights 

www.ishr.org

secretariat@ishr.org

Reuterstraße 116

53129 Bonn

Germany

+49 228 30426360
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