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INTRODUCTION 

Storytelling is the most effective way of engaging your site 

visitors—donors, new members or potential clients. A good 

narrative captivates your visitors, engages them on a personal 

and emotional 

level and leads 

them to your 

clear call-to-

action: to 

donate, sign 

up or 

subscribe.  

On your 

website, storytelling is your brief, strategically conceived mission 

statement that appears on your About, Mission or Donation 

pages. 

Neuroscientists have found emotion is the fastest path to the 

brain. In other words, if you want your ideas to spread, 

storytelling is the single best vehicle you have in your arsenal to 

transfer that idea to another person. 
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Stories are tweets, pictures, articles, videos—there’s no one-size-

fits-all. They are creatively executed and attached to measurable 

outcomes: new subscribers, new clients, more donations. They 

are part of a 

broader 

framework of 

the business, 

the organization 

or a cause to 

promote.  

The story itself, 

however, leads to a clear call-to-action and has to be specific and 

narrow enough to not distract. Don’t tell all—but make every 

word of what you do tell count. 

Everything is a narrative. To be effective, however, you need to 

determine where your site visitors are and engage them on their 

platforms. Try to understand who your target audience is and 

speak to it directly. Be clear about the broader narrative and 

framework of your organization or your business and the cause, 

service or product you promote. But keep it simple: If you try to 

tell them everything, they won’t hear anything! 
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In addition, 

remember that 

reading online is 

skipping and 

scanning—so use 

headlines and 

visuals strategically: 

The end goal is to 

target certain types 

of stories to different audiences—tailoring content to audience 

personas and segments. Your story needs to grab attention and 

reach the right frame of mind. 

 

“If your product is asking for information or expecting the users to do 

something, your [story] needs to communicate the value they get in 

return: It needs to answer the users’ main question when doing 

anything: ‘What’s in it for me?’ Any question like this is a blocker to 

them achieving their goals.  

So, answer it right there and then and balance your requests with 

something beneficial wherever possible.” (Ryan Cordell, UX Collective) 
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THE IDEAL STORY STRUCTURE 

• Introducing a problem or a challenge 

• Offering a solution to the problem 

• Creating a clear call-to-action to solve the problem now 

If you use storytelling to promote your business or your brand, 

the above structure is all you need, prominently placed on the 

homepage, above the fold, followed by a call-to-action (CTA) 

button that follows specific content + design style guidelines, as I 

have outlined in my previous guide A Call-to-Action That Delivers.  

The same narrative structure can be used in email sequences, 

social media posts and online and offline promotional materials. 

What stands between your cause, your business or your brand, 

and engaged site visitors is your website: It can either open the 

floodgates of support and new businesses—or it can push them 

away and leave them indifferent. Your content should at least 

encourage the audience to browse through your complete site 

and hear your story.  

Your website design needs to amplify your message and be built 

around it. Content meets design. 

https://www.tekla-szymanski.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/A-Call-To-Action-That-Delivers-by-Tekla-Szymanski.pdf?first_name=Tekla&email=teklaszymanski%40gmail.com
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Your story will explain how you stand out from the pack and 

engage your site visitors on a personal level.  

Then step back 

and scrutinize 

your site and 

your narrative 

from an 

outsider’s point 

of view. Would 

you care? 

Would you take 

away the gist 

of the cause, 

the brand or the business? Would you want to get involved? 

Nonprofits have to use an additional tool: trigger emotions and 

raise empathy to help someone else and become the hero of a 

story. You want to engage potential donors on an emotional level 

in your fundraising efforts so that s/he is eager to help. 
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STORYTELLING FOR NONPROFITS 

As a nonprofit that 

promotes a cause and 

has a mission, you are 

the independent 

contractor for potential 

donors, who hire you to 

do something 

important for their 

community. They hire 

you to do a job; you 

are the conduit. The 

funds go through you 

to achieve an important 

outcome.  

You fundraise not to 

make money but you fundraise to fund a program that needs help 

and creates a measurable outcome in the community that is 

important to your donors.  
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Before you can ask for potential donors to engage with a 

particular campaign, however, you have to share your own 

overall mission:  

“Before all else, you need to be able to tell your organization’s ‘origin 

story’. That is, you need to be able to explain where your nonprofit 

came from. Where and when did the idea begin? What was the process 

like? Being able to emphatically and confidently tell your origin story 

will make a world of difference when talking to potential donors and 

volunteers.  

If you and your organization are doing things no one else is, you need 

to tell people about it. More importantly, you need to tell them about it 

in such a way that they won’t be able to forget. Using these types of 

examples gives your story a human element—a phenomenon with 

which others can directly relate and empathize.” (Spencer Creal, 

Nonprofit Hub) 

 

For a particular urgent campaign for which you are soliciting 

immediate engagement and donations, however, your narrative 

has to be memorable and pass the water cooler test: Does it 

resonate in such a way that it gets shared? You need to tell your 

recurring and new donors a story that engages them; a story 

they can take part in, become the hero and make a difference.  
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In your ideal narrative, the readers see themselves or someone 

they know in your story; they can relate. The approach is a “one-

two punch”: The “one” is telling the story that grabs attention—

the “two” is backing up that story with real, tangible results or 

concrete statistics that give your appeal legitimacy.  

You need to cause an 

interruption, not just 

deliver a message to 

compel your audience 

to give. People need to 

understand why they 

receive a donation 

request: It needs to 

incorporate sincerity, simplicity, authenticity and a direct (easy to 

find and act upon) ask, or call-to-action.  

“Noted anthropologist Jane Goodall said that human beings are 

‘storytelling primates’. We’re the only species that tells stories. As 

fundraisers and marketers, we are the storytellers. We are the keepers 

of the lore of our organization.  

We naturally hear stories from donors and supporters. Stories can 

breathe inspiration into an organization.” (Marc Pitman, Nonprofit Hub) 
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THE THREE “Ps” IN AN ENGAGING NARRATIVE 

1. Personal Story 

Your story starts with introducing a real person with a real 

problem that can be solved if the donor takes action now. Make it 

urgent and personal. If it doesn’t hook in the first few seconds, it 

won’t move people to care enough to act. 

That person has a name, or 

a face underneath a headline 

that grabs the reader: “This 

Little Girl is Starving. You 

Can Help Her!” (…and not a 

generic “Africa is Hungry”). 

Tell only enough of the story 

for the donor to know why 

and how to help and let her 

take it from there to the 

finish line. Donors want to 

help.  

Let them complete the story by helping.  
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Some of the responsibility of what will happen is on the donors’ 

shoulders. A good incomplete story reminds them of that. Then 

close that loop by telling the donor how s/he helped finish the 

story by getting involved—and then start a new story cycle.  

Ask > Thank > Report Results and Give Credit > Ask Again with 

an incomplete story (create a virtual circle). This builds trust and 

a feeling that the donor matters: “I helped once, I got results, let 

me help again.” 

“To motivate people and put them in motion, you have to trigger an 

emotion. Great stories hold our attention after we’re hooked. We 

continue to pay attention as long as there are unanswered questions 

about the progression of the story.  

Good stories make people ask: What will happen next? The payoff is 

the resolution to the story. It’s so essential to great stories, that 

without a payoff, you really don’t have a story at all. You can’t have 

‘once upon a time’ without a ‘happily ever after’.” (John Haydon, 

Communications Network) 

Update your story regularly to keep returning site visitors 

engaged. Donors want to feel like they are doing more than just 

filling the pocketbook of your organization. They want to become 

a vital part of the success of your organization’s mission. 
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2. Problem 

You introduce an identifiable problem, a challenge or an obstacle, 

that is urgent, current and 

in immediate need to be 

solved. Phrase it as bite-

size, scannable and simple 

and gain potential donors’ 

trust by proving that you 

are an expert. “Everything 

was fine, until…..” You 

create a sense of urgency and stir empathy in the reader. Explain 

why your work matters and tap into their fears. Offer no 

overarching data or statistics: Emotions trump reason, stories are 

captivating. Only offer numbers donors can grasp and visualize. 

Don’t base and prioritize the urgency on scale alone. You can use 

one person’s story to have more of an impact than mentioning 

20,000 people in need. Sad, but true. 

Force a simple decision that rewards the donor so wrongs will be 

righted: Make the readers say “yes” or “no”. Make them willing 

participants. Suggest one solution to the problem. Focus on 

results, not process. The most powerful stories are told by the 
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people who live or have lived them. Build a community. Tell a 

story that helps your audience understand the root cause of a 

problem in simple, human terms—and they’ll be more motivated 

to support your solution. To convey urgency, you can use a live 

campaign thermometer or a progress bar with a clear target to be 

reached. 

3. Payoff 

The reader becomes part of the story and has a powerful role to 

play by engaging and becoming part of a solution. The reader can 

contribute to the successful outcome of the problem and 

overcome it. S/he becomes the hero, not you. Connect potential 

donors to the story, arouse curiosity. Make them part of your 

mission to take a decision and act now.  

The payoff culminates with a call-to-action that can be taken 

immediately: “You can change this today by 

feeding/giving/protecting/ending…” Give donors a simple path 

forward to have a measurable impact. Offer hope.  

And always put the donor first: "YOU can help" or "unless YOU 

help." Make the problem concrete not abstract (“fight 

homelessness” is concrete; “restore hope” is not.) 
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THREE DESIGN “Cs” TO BOOST A STORY 

1. Concise Caption 

A clear, concise, compelling and prominently placed headline or 

caption stresses your main mission, vision or message: Who is 

affected by what and where. It has to become immediately clear 

what you are asking the donor to engage in—and that s/he has to 

act now.  

That headline is visible on top of the page without the need to 

scroll down. It is the primary purpose of your appeal page.  

You have three seconds to engage your site visitors before s/he 

moves on. Don’t make her guess and decipher what you want to 

say. “Finding Cures. Saving Children.” Simple, clear and straight 

forward. You don’t want your website to be too complicated.  

Does a 5th grader understand your site? Good. If not, simplify! 

And write in the language of your target audience. No jargon or 

industry-specific terms. You want to be understood, and fast. 
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2. Clear Call-To-Action (CTA) 

 

Employ only one strong, primary action- and benefit-oriented 

CTA. It has to be prominent, clear and instantly visible and 

repeated throughout the page. Create a pattern that can be 

recognized visually. Add your CTA button to the upper right hand 

corner in the navigation bar; that is a prime spot to take action 

and where the eyes automatically gravitate to.  
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Ask directly and ask often. Use design elements like contrast, 

color and fonts. Find many more design and style suggestions in 

my previous guide “A Call-to-Action That Delivers”. 

“Both informative content and visual presentation significantly affect 

the efficiency of copy. This is the sort of mutual support of outer and 

inner side. Success of the efficient copy directly depends on such 

design solutions as the choice of types and fonts, background, 

placement of the copy.  

All the mentioned aspects greatly affect the level of readability, so 

when they are done inappropriately, the copy, even being highly 

meaningful, will lose the chance to get all its potential applied.” 

(Marina Yalanska, Tubikstudio) 

 

3. Captivating Visual Clues  

Use an image that directly relates to the story. Show the hero of 

your narrative: A real person who makes eye contact! Show the 

visual impact the donor can make. Show the happy, smiling face 

of ONE person, the hero of your story, who has been helped, to 

prove that every donation can make a difference.  

Every donor is part of the solution. People relate to other people. 

Generate human interest. If you don’t have an image, find 

https://www.tekla-szymanski.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/A-Call-To-Action-That-Delivers-by-Tekla-Szymanski.pdf?first_name=Tekla&email=teklaszymanski%40gmail.com
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another story. You need to include a compelling photo! A picture 

is a great shortcut for people who don’t have time to read. Add 

the purpose of your appeal in the headline and show the image 

with the solution. 

For nonprofit storytelling, remember the main goal for you is not 

to raise awareness in itself but to trigger an action: for someone 

to care enough to donate or otherwise take part in your campaign 

or change their behavior. 

Storytelling is a powerful tool for EVERY website that needs 

visitors to take an action, not just nonprofits that solicitate 

donations. It is equally crucial for personal brands that want to 

spread the word about their unique work or product, businesses 

that seek new clients and organizations that need to recruit new 

members or volunteers. 

 

 

Tell a great story, offer a solution—and then 
engage your readers’ help to take action. 
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ABOUT CONTENT + DESIGN LLC 
 

Hi, I am Tekla Szymanski, founder of 

Content + Design LLC, your one-stop shop 

for content strategy and WordPress 

development for nonprofits and personal 

brands. 

 

You have a small team and even less time. 

I hear you. And since your website 

deserves an editor, writer and web designer who understands 

how to leverage your unique content and adapt the right design 

to it, I can help you. 
If you have a story to tell, a mission to share or a service to offer, 

I will help you find the right platform and create a compact 

website that delivers a clear call-to-action to find new clients, 

recruit volunteers or increase donations.  

What sets me apart? Most designers don’t come from a content-

creating background. I do.  
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DISCLAIMER 

 

This guide provides recommendations on how to use storytelling 

effectively to convert your site visitors into loyal donors, new 

members or paying clients—paired with a successful CTA design, 

which I addressed in my previous guide “A Call-to-Action That 

Delivers”. That said, these guides are by no means complete and 

will be updated when needed.  

Effective storytelling depends on the time you devote to the 

suggestions I have shared with you here and on the amount of 

action you take to implement my recommendations. These 

factors vary. Success or outcomes cannot be guaranteed, nor can 

I be held responsible for the performance and conversion rates of 

your specific approach.  

 
What I can offer you is a helping hand if you need it. 

Schedule a FREE 20-Minute Consultation Call 

Email Me: editor@tekla-szymanski.com 

Visit My Website: https://www.tekla-szymanski.com 

https://www.tekla-szymanski.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/A-Call-To-Action-That-Delivers-by-Tekla-Szymanski.pdf?first_name=Tekla&email=teklaszymanski%40gmail.com
https://www.tekla-szymanski.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/A-Call-To-Action-That-Delivers-by-Tekla-Szymanski.pdf?first_name=Tekla&email=teklaszymanski%40gmail.com
https://app.acuityscheduling.com/schedule.php?owner=12901278
mailto:editor@tekla-szymanski.com
https://www.tekla-szymanski.com/

