
stories and
narrative arcs



how do stories help us
build positive impact?



“Human beings are literally hardwired for narrative.

Stories are the threads of our lives and weave together

to form the fabric of human cultures.

A story can inform or deceive, enlighten or entertain,

or all of the above at once.

We live in a world shaped by stories.”




– Patrick Reinsborough and Doyle Canning

Stories are a bridge into people



Move us

MRI machines show that imaginative language lights up parts of our brain that

make us want to act.  

Encourage empathy

Stories help stimulate parts of the brain that help us connect with others’ thoughts

and emotions.

Help us remember 

Powerful and emotional stories cause our brains to release dopamine, which helps

us remember details. 

Promote participation

Our brain produces oxytocin after listening to a character-driven story. Oxytocin

helps to spark participation and cooperation 

 

Stories fire our brain

Thank you to Jamila Aisha Brown for these insights. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jamilaaishabrown/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jamilaaishabrown/


And.. importantly, stories

help others understand

our work, envision

impact, see change in

action



The dramatic arc 

Tension and

connection keep us

hooked



The hero's dramatic arc



For example 



Exercise: story of a seedling as drama











Examples of hero's arc...using

people to open up new ways of

thinking, possible solutions,

connection

African Cypher
Zero Dropout School Culture

Humans of New York
On a plate

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nDUwSu0Fv48
https://zerodropout.co.za/category/why-school-culture-matters/
https://www.humansofnewyork.com/post/717666521539887100/my-grandmother-got-us-out-of-foster-care-piece
https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/the-wireless/373065/the-pencilsword-on-a-plate


“Decolonised storytelling” 

 Believes that storytelling is a human craft that belongs to all of us.

Interrupts the ways stories have been used to oppress different

communities.

Is responsible to the storyteller or the person whose story we are telling.

Uses stories to empower people and bring communities together.

Challenges the limited and negative stories that get told about people of

colour, the vulnerable genderqueer/trans people, and women, young

people and so on.

– Jamila Aisha Brown 




https://www.linkedin.com/in/jamilaaishabrown/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jamilaaishabrown/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jamilaaishabrown/


Change the narrative

Examine a story you want to change; 

Consider how power is shaping this narrative and how it normalises

the status quo;

Use story to help people see and understand a new narrative, with a

wider lens; 

Use shared values and priorities in your story to bring people's

attention to new perspectives.









Elements of story

Setting and context 

Imagery, place, foreshadowing

Characters

Personality, back story, motivations, tensions, change over time 

Narrative arc 

How the action moves, what happens, how does it happen?

Challenges, climax(es)

Where does the action and tension sit? How and where does it peak?  

Ending, resolution

What grows, what changes, what is learned?



Story pro tips

Define purpose first 

What are you aiming to achieve using this story?

Brainstorm themes

What central ideas are you working with? What are your thematic areas

that lie beneath or are grappled with visibly in the story? 

Do you audience work

Make sure you know you your ideal readers are and what makes them

tick (as much as you can)

Tap into people's underlying assumptions about a situation when you

build you story.

Use foreshadowing 

Hint or suggest outcomes to create a sense of tension and connection.






Story pro tips

Aim to offer the new, the unexpected, the different

 this could be in your plot or in your formatting, character types and so

on.

Use the wide angle lens for impact stories

Aim to draw people to the bigger picture of wide angle lens when using

story

Sketch it out 

Use diagrams to plot your story arc over time

Consider different points of view 

Who is telling the story? 





