
www.iriscreative.com   |    subscribe on iTunes: http://bit.ly/DPpodcast

SeSSion 003
Storytelling UniteS US All with PAmelA grow

Beth: Hello, and welcome to Driving Participation. This is Beth Brodovsky. I’m thrilled 

today to have my friend, Pamela Grow, on the call with me today. Pamela is the 

publisher of The Grow Report, and founder of Simple Development Systems, donor-

centered fundraising solutions for small nonprofits. Pamela and I met a number of 

years ago on a LinkedIn group or Twitter group at one point, and we both like to say 

that we were the first people we met online actually in real life. So, thank you so much 

for joining me today, Pam.

Pamela: Well, thanks so much for having me, Beth!

Beth: It’s always good to talk to you, and I’m lucky that Pam and I do get to speak on 

a regular basis about the challenges and opportunities and the different things that 

are going on in communications, and Pamela is one of the first people that I actually 

really got to learn a lot from about the concept of donor-centered fundraising. She 

really is terrific at sharing that concept, and she does a lot to share that concept 

through the idea of storytelling, which is something that we’ve been talking about 

right now. Pam, I’d love to hear and have you share with the community your take 

on how storytelling has been so beneficial and how you’ve seen it really work for 

nonprofits. The first thing I’d like to ask you is, why storytelling? Why is storytelling so 

good for getting people involved? How’ve you seen it really work?

Pamela: Beth, I could actually share a little story from early on in my nonprofit career. 

I think it was maybe my third job in fundraising, and I’d just been hired as a twenty 

hour a week development director for a little inner city Philadelphia organization. 

It was serving public middle school kids, and I was pretty much responsible for 

everything—all the marketing and fundraising activities, including the individual 

giving program, and creating their first website, event planning, grants. They’d 
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actually initially been funded primarily through grant funding, but they were looking 

to diversify their funding, their communication, their database management. The first 

thing I really set out to explore was the whole model, which was a students-teaching-

students dual mission almost, sort of like Teach for America, if you’re familiar with that 

organization.

Beth: Yep.

Pamela: They had a program for middle school kids that was taught by both high 

school kids typically from the private schools like Friend Select Schools and also by 

college students. It was sort of a dual mission because you had the stories of the 

kids that the program was helping, but you also had the stories of the teachers. 

Anyway, as I started really getting to know the model and really getting to know 

their mission, I also started sitting down and talking individually with each one of 

our board members. We had kind of a recent board member, and she was a quiet, 

kind of private lady, and she shared with me the story about her youngest daughter, 

who had apparently given she and her husband quite a bit of trouble from puberty 

on—like drugs, promiscuity, and I think she even had a little stint in a mental hospital, 

and even going away to college hadn’t really seemed to tame her self-destructive 

behavior. Then, in her junior year, the daughter got introduced to the program, and 

she joined up as a summer school teacher. That experience totally, totally turned her 

life around and gave her world meaning and kind of set her on her path, because 

today, she’s a teacher in one of the toughest schools in Los Angeles. When this board 

member told me the story of her daughter’s transformation, her eyes just filled with 

tears. She actually, eventually, became the board president.

Beth: Wow.

Pamela: But those are the kind of stories that really make up your organization. When 

you think about it, who doesn’t love a good story?
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Beth: Absolutely. I love the fact that you just told us a story instead of going down a 

bunch of bullet points to say why storytelling is so good for an organization involved. 

That’s amazing that you can really communicate that concept through a story, because 

I think, a lot of times, that’s one of the things that people are concerned about—if 

they tell a story, they’re not going to hit all the bullet points, they’re not going to hit 

their numbers, they’re not going to be able to communicate what the organization 

is about because they’re only telling one person’s perspective or one person’s 

experience. How do you respond to that?

Pamela: Well, you don’t need to hit all the bullet points. You just do not need to hit 

all the bullet points. That’s all internal stuff. It’s all internal. I wish I could find it; there’s 

a quote from a copywriter over in the UK that’s always kind of guided me. He always 

says, and I’m sort of paraphrasing here, “Don’t start by thinking; start by feeling, and 

let the emotion come through.”

Beth: That is great.

Pamela: The thing is that storytelling really unites us all, because everything is pretty 

much related to a story about who you are and how you relate to others. I think 

a good story just cuts through the clutter. I do want to say really quickly, because 

everybody seems to be familiar these days with TED Talks, right?

Beth: Right, yeah.

Pamela: I’m just entranced by TED Talks, and you know that I’m working on improving 

my public speaking, because I’m a shy person. I’m a shy fundraiser, so I’ve been 

picking up—there must be a half a dozen books out on how to be a TED speaker, how 

to speak how they speak on TED, and what’s the first thing they always tell you? That 

it’s all about the story.
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Beth: Right. And they’re on all different subjects. If people don’t know, TED Talks 

[https://www.ted.com/talks/browse] are typically inspirational talks that are eighteen 

minutes long, but they’re on all kinds of different subjects—everything from 

technology to personal experiences. I’ve seen one on how to use data to find your 

perfect mate. I’ve seen one on a stroke doctor who had a stroke and analyzed her 

experience through having this stroke.

Pamela: Wasn’t that fascinating?

Beth: It was absolutely fascinating! And that’s really just what it is. They’re very 

concise and they’re all about the same length of time, but they’re all different, 

they’re structured differently, but it’s all, “here’s someone that had a really interesting 

experience, what they learned from it, and what you can learn from it, too”. One of 

the things I think challenges people with being able to do it this way is that desire to 

talk about the big instead of the small, to talk about the numbers and the massive 

accomplishments, and I know I’ve seen sometimes people in organizations resist the 

urge to talk about an individual story, or they really want to communicate the massive 

scale of what the movement is accomplishing. How do you speak to people like 

that? How do you communicate to them the value and what they’ll actually get out 

of telling that individual story to encourage people who are resistant to the idea of 

changing their communications this way to try it?

Pamela: That’s a great question. I think you have to look and see if your 

communications are actually working. I think I mentioned to you that I’d recently done 

one of Kivi’s “feedback and fine-tuning sessions,” she calls them.

Beth: Pam is talking about Kivi Leroux-Miller.

Pamela: Yeah, I’m sorry. Kivi Leroux-Miller, and she does these feedback and fine-

tuning sessions, and this particular one was on thank-you letters. I saved the best 

one for last, and just when it came through, what it was is, people submitted their 
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thank-you letters for tweaks and for suggestions on what they could do better. I saved 

the best one for last, and it was this hunger program. It just blew me away. It was a 

fabulous, very warm and open thank-you letter. The first question that came up from 

the audience was, “How did you get your boss to let you write like that?”

Beth: Exactly! The fact that that was the first question does say a lot, that it seems 

obvious but it’s really not. It does make people very uncomfortable, and it’s so 

different from that walled-off corporate speak that people talk in all the time. You 

and I were just talking about the whole concept of institutional jargon and just sort of 

sticking with that formality that makes us feel comfortable in the business world, but 

doesn’t connect people in the personal world. It’s kind of like when you get a cold call 

on the phone, and someone’s talking to you or trying to sell you something or what 

have you. The minute that person says, “Oh, your mother suggested I call you,” or, “I 

know you through this organization we’re both part of,” it takes that from complete 

stranger, “Why are you bothering me?” to, “Oh, we know the same people! We’re 

from the same town.” Whatever way people can bond with you. 

Pamela: It establishes a connection.

Beth: And it just wipes that whole layer out. It’s interesting how that’s really what 

storytelling does, but it’s so hard to embrace because that layer is what makes people 

feel sometimes comfortable.

Pamela: It is, and I think that it was kind of a gradual process with this gal—I think her 

name was Kate—but in the end, it was the results.

Beth: Yeah. So, do you have any idea what Kate or anyone else has ever said to their 

boss to let them give it a shot?

Pamela: It’s never an instant thing, that you’re going to sit down and have a talk with 

someone and they’re going to change their mind. That’s why I think training needs 
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to be very consistent throughout the year. I say, pass things onto whoever has the 

ultimate power. I don’t think your board members should ever have the power to veto 

your story.

Beth: Really?

Pamela: Yeah.

Beth: Why?

Pamela: Because they really don’t know anything about fundraising, typically. They’re 

not there to fundraise; they’re there to govern, when you think about it.

Beth: I think that’s a really good point.

Pamela: When you think about it, we should be leading our board members. That’s 

not what this call is about, but we should be leading our board members. We should 

be giving our board members assignments like, “You need to make these thank-you 

calls,” “Could you help me do this?” “Can you help me do that?” rather than having 

them come to us and say, “My sister-in-law is friends with Bill Gates’ great aunt, and 

you should take two weeks right now and apply to the Gates Foundation.” They 

shouldn’t be directing us like that.

Beth: Right. It is tricky, but getting them to identify good sources of stories can 

sometimes be a useful thing for them to do. It’s actually something I was speaking 

about on my previous podcast on the subject of storytelling with Vanessa Chase. We 

talked about how board members can be useful, and giving them something to do at 

an event or something to identify potential candidates to be interviewed for stories. 

Especially, it’s an opportunity for you to take your board members and really connect 

to them with what you’re looking for in a story and why stories matter.
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Pamela: Oh, absolutely! As you can see, the story that I just shared, your board 

members have their own stories, too.

Beth: Absolutely, yeah.

Pamela: They got involved for a reason. Your stories aren’t just about those people 

that you serve.

Beth: Right. When you’re doing that, when you’re out and you’re in a position like 

you were talking about with that board member, sometimes, they randomly start 

telling you a story, sometimes you’re actively seeking and looking for a story. You and 

I both know that some things make a great story, and some things are just something 

somebody told you that’s a piece of news. How do you make sure that, when you’re in 

that situation where you’re hearing something that someone’s telling you a story, that 

you get all the pieces that you need, that you at least identify what’s a good story and 

start to think about it so it’s something you could use? Do you have a specific process 

that you use to collect a great story for somebody, or identify something that even 

flags something for someone that you need to follow up with later?

Pamela: It’s interesting. I do have a story template that I used. I have a nonprofit 

storytelling course that I’m actually going to be re-launching this year. There’s a story 

template in it.

Beth: That’s terrific.

Pamela: That’s basically who’s story is it, how to identify the single individual that your 

organization helped, what kind of identifying traits you can give them to make them 

come alive, what services are they receiving from your organization and why, what 

would have happened if you hadn’t been there to intervene, and always the success, 

what’s possible for them now. I remember a story that I put together for this particular 

organization that I mentioned earlier. It was a little gal that I’d followed up on. She 
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was just graduating from college, and the mission of this organization was actually 

to get these kids into the city’s best schools, so some of them actually ended up at 

Haverford Friends, some of them ended up in the charter schools in Philadelphia, 

and it’s now been expanded to include college as well. This girl had gone on through 

college, and she was about to go to med school.

Beth: Wow, that’s terrific.

Pamela: We used her story a couple of times because we followed her.

Beth: What do you mean by that? Do you mean that you followed her and then kind 

of made it a serial and it continued to tell news?

Pamela: Yeah.

Beth: Okay, so that’s a new thing that we haven’t talked about yet. We talked about 

this the other day—

Pamela: Oh, I’m so glad you caught it up!

Beth: I talked to you the other day about the concept of when you gather a story 

and then where do you then use it? Do you put it on your annual report? You could 

put it on social media. You can distribute that story in multiple ways, but lots of 

organizations have people that they support throughout their lifetime or at different 

times, or they support the same cause. Maybe it’s different players, different people, 

but how do you evolve a story, and how could you use something like that? That’s 

kind of a unique storytelling technique.

Pamela: Yeah, kind of like a serialization. I’d actually recommend that people go onto 

the—are you familiar with Mark Phillips from Blue Frog Communications in the UK?
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Beth: No, actually. Is it bluefrog.com?

Pamela: I think it’s bluefrog.com, [http://www.bluefrog.com] and Mark has talked a 

little bit about serialization, and I actually have a story about that myself from my days 

where I worked for a foundation, a grant-making foundation, for about seven years.

Beth: Okay.

Pamela: There was this one particular organization—I actually can’t remember the 

name, but it had been founded by this woman who’s still there, I believe, and it was 

a faith-based organization that helped women who had been pretty much in abusive 

situations. It helped them get their lives together, helped them get housing, and 

helped them get education. The thing was, every time one of their grant proposals 

came in, the office manager, Phyllis, would have to make several copies because 

everyone couldn’t wait to read it, from the president of the foundation on down. 

The reason for that was because of Edith’s wonderful storytelling, because, in each 

proposal that came in, she would highlight one woman that the organization had 

helped, and her storytelling was just amazing.

Beth: It wasn’t necessarily the same woman every year that they were following in 

that case?

Pamela: It wasn’t, but she actually did use that serialization technique, because 

you might get a proposal two or three years down the line, and she’d say, “Do you 

remember so-and-so? We told her story back in 1998 or whenever it was.” Then, 

Edith would go on and tell her what’d become of her now.

Beth: Wow. The funny thing is that never came up before. It never would have even 

occurred to me to think to use storytelling in a grant proposal. I would’ve thought 

that’d be the place that you’d put your facts and your figures. Grant proposals are not 

my area of specialty, obviously, but I know you’ve done plenty of them. You always 
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think that’s the place people want to hear the story of the organization, so it’s terrific 

to hear that telling about the outcomes in a story way or a serialized way, especially 

if you’re communicating to the same audiences over and over again, to be able to 

give updates on what’s happened. I feel like that kind of does two things—it both lets 

people see the progress of the impact of the organization, and it also reminds people 

how long they’ve been connected to the organization. It sort of becomes a long-

term friendship that you can’t let this thing go because you might miss what’s next, 

and you have such that history, so it kind of ties them to this point in time, but in the 

continuum of a relationship that really, I’d think, speaks to connecting the donor with 

why they’re involved in the organization.

Pamela: Exactly. That’s actually how I’ve always approached foundation funding, 

because my method is a little different, and it’s probably because I’ve always worked 

with small shops that I’ve always targeted the small–to mid-sized family foundations, 

because they’re actually a lot less cumbersome to apply to, and you can develop 

some genuine relationships.

Beth: Right, and many people, I think, often don’t realize that when they apply 

to foundations, a lot of people get turned down the first time. Many foundations 

want to see you applying more than once. To connect to them and really get their 

attention, you want to use something like that storytelling and sharing. “Remember 

last time we connected with you, we told you about this person?” Anything you can 

do to personalize something really, really makes a difference. One of the things I 

always say in my company, we get tons and tons of interviews from young graphic 

designers, writers, and marketers who are always looking for jobs. I’m sure everyone 

that’s listening gets resumes from people who are looking for jobs. One of the things 

I always say is that I don’t want somebody that wants to work; I want somebody that 

wants to work here. I always look in resumes for people that took the time to go 

to our website, look up what we do, and actually put something into a cover letter 

that says why working with nonprofits and supporting the building and participation 

would be interesting to them. What experiences have they had? Any time somebody 

connects what we do with their skills and interests, I read that resume every time, and 
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I almost always go in and interview that person, because they’ve taken it out of the 

generic—

Pamela: And made it personal.

Beth: And made it personal. Your GPA, let me see your portfolio, all this stuff we 

look for. There are all sorts of check boxes on the list. You sort of expect all that 

basic information to be there. It’s the people that take the effort to spell someone’s 

name right. Sometimes, it’s the tiniest little things, because I have a hard-to-spell 

name. People that take the effort to really pull pieces of information together, it’s all 

available. You can get that information, I’m sure. Anyone can go to a 990 or go to a 

website and find that information out for themselves, but the point of storytelling is 

to pull it together in a way that hits that emotion and connects with people, and does 

more than producing the information does.

Pamela: Yeah, that emotion, I think, is where so many nonprofit communicators really 

struggle.

Beth: Why do you think that is?

Pamela: I think it’s because of what we talked about earlier, about how they’re used 

to more of an insider’s picture, they’re used to the jargon, they’re used to that really 

deep knowledge of their program. I had a client I was working with recently, and 

she’s, “But we have six programs! You never said that we have six programs.” Your 

donors don’t care about that. Nobody cares but you, but it’s the “emotional hook,” I 

call it. I first learned that—are you familiar with Benevon? It used to be called Raising 

More Money.

Beth: Yes! Yes, I am, actually. They have a very specific methodology that they use.
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Pamela: They do, and I took their training, I want to say five or six years ago, and they 

call it the “emotional hook.” It’s that certain something that gives your reader, your 

listener, or your viewer a reason to care.

Beth: How have you gone about figuring out what that emotional hook should be? 

Do you ever use any sort of processes to figure out, “Is there something we should be 

looking for as an organization?” or do you look at each story in and of itself for what’s 

the emotional hook in that specific story?

Pamela: Well, typically, what I’m doing is interviewing people. Sometimes—a lot 

of times—people can be very, very reticent, and it takes a lot of probing. I know 

that I’ve gotten to that hook when the tears well up in my eyes. A lot of people feel 

uncomfortable with that. I have a little article, a blog post, called “How to Hook Your 

Reader from the First Sentence.”

Beth: Terrific. I will include a link to that in the notes for the show so people can look 

for it. [http://www.pamelagrow.com/3831/nonprofit-storytelling-how-hook-reader-first-

sentence]

Pamela: This one story lead came from a copywriter, Jules Brown, who’s just amazing. 

For his appeal for a children’s home-based hospice service, the quote was, “I want 

pink balloons at my funeral.” That was the opening, and it was from a little girl, a little 

five-year old girl named Uno who knew she was dying.

Beth: Oh my gosh.

Pamela: You know you want to read further; it’s already hooked you.

Beth: Right. That’s something that’s a big topic of conversation right now, especially 

with the way that a lot of stories are distributed through media. You and I both 

function a lot in the world of media—everything from email headlines and subject 
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lines to blog headlines to 140 characters that you can get on Twitter. Being able to 

tell a story very succinctly is a critical thing. You actually just shared something with 

me recently about the six-word story.

Pamela: Oh, I love that!

Beth: Which was terrific! It was an exercise that people can do to really figure out how 

to distill a story and get that emotion out very briefly. Can you talk a little about that?

Pamela: I was actually looking for the book. That was from—oh, here it is. Yay! It’s 

from a book called “Train Your Board and Everyone Else to Raise Money” [http://www.

amazon.com/Train-Board-Everyone-Raise-Money/dp/1889102512]. It’s by my friend, 

Andrea Kihlstedt, and Andy Robinson, who is an amazing storyteller. I definitely 

recommend checking out his website. 

Beth: Then it’s a perfect thing to talk about. One of the things I talk about in branding 

a lot is being able to say what your organization is about in five words or less. I loved 

your little piece about the six-word story and the idea of being able to communicate 

something that has a lot of power and emotion in a brief amount of words. What I 

often tell people is, even if you’re never going to do that, you’re never going to just 

go out and say something that briefly or that succinctly, if you have that locked in 

your head, even when you add words or add to the story, you’re going to have that 

core in there so that that comes out no matter what you’re doing. It’s important to tell 

organizational stories. It’s important to tell stories of the people that are in it, but you 

want to make sure that you’re sharing things that speak to the heart and the vision of 

the organization, rather than just—as I say on Twitter all the time, just tweeting about 

pancakes, because people are going to have lots of different stories. Some of them 

are really going to connect to your vision and your mission, and how it’s executed. 

Some of them are just going to be random. Really being able to distill what are the 

best stories to even use, much less where to use them, can really be valuable.
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Pamela: Okay. This is something from Andrea and Andy Robinson’s new book, “Train 

Your Board and Everyone Else to Raise Money,” and it’s called, “Six-Word Stories.” I 

don’t know if everyone’s familiar with Earnest Hemmingway’s famous six-word story, 

“For sale: baby shoes, never worn.” These six words just tell a really sad story very, 

very succinctly. It’s important, when you’re in storytelling mode, not necessarily to get 

a six-word story, but to tell your story succinctly. The best tool for me that has helped 

me time and time again, believe it or not, is Stephen King’s book on writing [http://

www.amazon.com/Writing-10th-Anniversary-Memoir-Craft/dp/1439156816/ref=sr_1_1?

s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1399947955&sr=1-1&keywords=stephen+king+on+writing].

Beth: Stephen King has written a book on writing?

Pamela: He has, and I think I’ve read it five times, and I return to it a lot, because it 

helps me in this key area. I know that you and I are both fans of Marie Forleo.

Beth: Yes.

Pamela: I love how succinct—of course, she’s known for her videos, but her 

copywriting is beautiful as well. It’s very succinct. I struggle with that myself, and I 

think a lot of nonprofit communicators struggle with it. You can tend to be too wordy.

Beth: I call it, “conjunction-it is.” We’ve all seen that—these giant sentences that go 

on and on forever, full of jargon words and multi-syllabic words, that by the end of it, 

you don’t even know where you are. I can’t even tell you how many times I’ll go onto 

a website, and I have absolutely no idea what an organization does. There are words, 

and they’re all strung together, but at the end of reading it, you have no better idea 

of how someone maximizes the contingency for providing excellent and expedient 

service. I don’t know what that means. It’s just lots and lots of big jargon fabulousness 

that makes them sound incredible, but you have no idea, and it’s amazing. There’s 

that tendency to want to write things that sound beautiful and look beautiful and 



www.iriscreative.com   |    subscribe on iTunes: http://bit.ly/DPpodcast

really speak to your heart and what you feel you’ve grown and evolved, especially if 

you’re the founder of an organization.

Pamela: Oh, yeah.

Beth: But, you can really get a lot out of hearing the words that people use to 

describe your organization.

Pamela: You have to remember, your website isn’t to impress you or to impress 

people who visit; it’s really to engage them. Anyway, this is a very short little exercise 

to use with your board, where you start out by writing Hemmingway’s famous example 

on a flipchart, and then you ask your board members for opinions about what makes 

it really effective. Then, you hand out a piece of paper to everyone and ask them to 

write a six-word story about why your organization matters. You give them actually 

just a couple minutes. While they’re writing, you post a few pages of flipchart paper 

on the wall, post enough sheets so everyone can write their stories, and assume every 

page will include three or four stories. As the people finish, ask them to come to the 

front of the room, take a marker, write their story, and return to their seats. Once all 

the stories are written, you want to ask every person to read his or hers, going around 

the room. Then, you ask, “What stories appeal to you? Why did they appeal to you? 

What did the most effective stories have in common?” This is all part of getting your 

board members used to telling stories, to sharing stories. Do any of these stories 

reveal anything we might use in our donor communications?

Beth: That’s terrific. I think there’s a lot of value to getting your staff—whether 

a big staff or small staff or board—getting everyone together so that there’s a 

common agreement on what the organization is about and what are the stories 

at the organization, and really letting everyone know what’s resonating with the 

people outside those four walls, because a lot of people’s jobs are very internal. 

They’re focused and need to look down in order to make sure that the functionality 

of an organization continues to run and to run smoothly. It’s sometimes hard as an 
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organization to connect the people who have the outer focus to the people that have 

the inner focus. Sharing those stories and having everyone come together about what 

are the key stories of the organization can really be a great exercise to help connect 

everyone together.

Pamela: Absolutely. One thing that has really helped me and would probably help 

your listeners as well, I think once we start to talk with clients or program staff about 

different stories and actually start interviewing people, sometimes, we get kind of tied 

up. What do we ask them? This is something I picked up from Lisa Sargent, and it’s 

a free .pdf called “Open-Ended Questions Tips Sheet” [http://www.lisasargent.com/

images/PDF/TipSheet-AdvancedInterviewing.pdf]. It’s just kind of got some little ideas 

on how you can get started. “Describe for me,” “Would you please tell me about,” 

“What are your plans for the future?” “What did you want to be when you were 

growing up?” Things you can say that can kind of get people loosened up, because 

sometimes, when they’re talking to you, they may be a little nervous or they don’t 

really know what you’re looking for.

Beth: Right, especially if they’re concerned about giving you what you’re looking for, 

and everyone does get a little nervous when they’re being interviewed, whether it’s 

formally or informally. I find that sometimes, when I tend to ask questions—I have two 

sons, and I always find that I accidentally ask them questions that can have a “yes,” 

“no,” or “fine” answer, the typical teenage boy one-word answer that they seem to 

be masters at. You don’t even realize that those are the questions you’re asking, and 

I don’t know if I just happen to have the children that can turn anything into a one-

word answer, but I bet lots of us do. I always joke that I learned everything about 

marketing and communications from having to extract information from these people. 

It really does help us to learn to really start to think about not asking questions that 

have a very finite answer. “Yes, it worked.” “No, it didn’t.” “Thank you.” “Everything 

is fine.” But, to figure out how to phrase questions and to plan them in advance that 

will inspire somebody to elaborate on what they think about something rather than 

just respond to what you’re asking them.
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Pamela: Exactly. You can pick up those little details. There are a couple other good 

ones. “What was the moment when everything changed?”

Beth: Wow, that’s a really good one.

Pamela: Even, “Can you reenact the story for me?”

Beth: Right.

Pamela: Here’s a good one, too—“If you could say one thing to others who now 

stand in your shoes, what would it be?”

Beth: Those are really good, and it’s really helpful to really think those things through 

first. Now, Pam, have you had good experiences on is it better to just bring the 

questions with you or pick up the phone and call and ask people these things, or do 

people tend to respond better if you email them the questions, or mail them, or give 

them to them in advance so they have time to think about their responses?

Pamela: That’s a good question, and it all depends on who you’re talking to. I still 

remember the very first time—I know I’ve told you this story before, but my very first 

job in fundraising was actually working for a regional EMT agency, an ambulance 

provider.

Beth: I was going to say, emergency medicine, yeah.

Pamela: I remember, I just didn’t really have a clear picture of why our donors gave, 

so I sent out twenty letters to loyal donors, people who had given every year—I think 

it was for five years—and I sent them a little letter introducing myself, and basically 

thanking them—of course I thanked them profusely—but asking them why they’d 

given to us, why they’d been so loyal to us. What I got back was really amazing, 

because they shared their stories. One of them, I remember, he said something. It was 
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an elderly man, and he said, “I’d fallen on Montgomery Avenue, and I couldn’t get 

up. Your EMTs were there in a flash and took care of me.” So he’d given every year 

since then.

Beth: Wow. So you did a mailer. You wrote a letter, you did a mailer. Did you 

specifically ask people to give you a story?

Pamela: I did.

Beth: In what form? I know this was —

Pamela: Many years ago.

Beth: Yeah, I was going to say, many years ago. Some of the technology that’s 

available for responding today wasn’t available then. Back then, how did people 

respond and provide that story to you?

Pamela: I had a self-addressed stamped envelope and just a couple of lines, a couple 

open-ended questions. All of them responded but three.

Beth: Wow.

Pamela: Several of them sent in checks, and I hadn’t asked for checks.

Beth: Which is sort of interesting. With the whole concept of sending a self-addressed 

stamped envelope, that’s kind of like, people are so used to that as a vehicle for 

being asked for money that putting in a note and asking them to do something like 

that, I can see how that would be conducive to somebody also putting some money 

into the envelope as well. It’s important, I know you and I both keep an eye on the 

sort of statistics that go on and the Blackbaud report that just came out recently that 

said that online giving grew in 2013 to 13 percent. It grew 13 percent, which is an 
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easy statistic to really focus on, a 13 percent growth, but they also said that online 

giving makes up 6 percent of the total amount of money that’s been given. Direct 

mail and people mailing checks in is still, in 2014 when we’re recording this, is still a 

really, really active and viable way for people to respond to an organization connect, 

communicate, and donate. [http://media.wix.com/ugd/5649eb_9b07bbfbfc204eec89b

e00889cf4f620.pdf]

Pamela: Exactly. It’s still the driver. I don’t know about your giving habits. I give a lot, 

just because of my job, and I’m kind of testing and figuring out what organizations are 

doing. I make a lot, a lot, a lot of small gifts every year, and I don’t write any checks. 

I haven’t written a check to an organization in at least five years. I always give online. 

Here’s what’s interesting, though—for as many online gifts as I’ve made, I’ve heard 

from direct mail from not very many of them.

Beth: Interesting.

Pamela: But, I’m getting a ton of direct mail now, so the organizations that I donated 

to might not necessarily be using direct mail, but my name is getting out there.

Beth: Right through the list! You’re now known as someone who gives, so those lists 

are getting shared, or the overall data about your giving habits is getting shared. 

Obviously, everyone that’s in fundraising knows that that’s possible, so it’s interesting, 

though, that that’s how that’s going on. We’ll have to have a whole separate 

conversation around online giving, because we want to keep this on track. I just want 

to make sure that I wrap up and ask you, is there any other key storytelling point that 

we should make sure that we’re covering for people before I make sure the people 

know how they can get a hold of you?

Pamela: You know what I think is a really missed opportunity, Beth?

Beth: What’s that?
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Pamela: You’re sharing your donors’ stories. I can’t take full credit for this because 

I first talked about it at length with Susan Howlett [http://susanhowlett.com/], who’s 

a consultant out in Seattle, but I think, particularly on our websites, we have a really 

missed opportunity. When you think about it, you could be sharing your donors’ 

stories, the reasons for giving right there on your “donate” page, right there on you 

homepage.

Beth: Exactly. I think, as a model for something like that, the people who are doing 

that well are colleges and schools, in my experience. The university, the education 

world does a great job of sharing, in their alumni communications, about who their 

donors are, why they gave, and things like that. I think for other types of nonprofits 

who are looking for a model for how to communicate that, you only have to look 

as far as the college that you went to, and picking up your whatever form of alumni 

communication they’re still doing, whether it’s your alumni magazine or my school 

mostly does it a lot by email and email stories, and there’s a specific website that’s 

for alumni communications. They’re doing a lot of that. I always have to say, some 

schools are doing it in a great way that makes you feel really engaged. Some schools 

are doing it in a way that you think, “Oh my goodness. I’ll never be able to do that.” 

It’s a great opportunity to look at that kind of stuff. Another place you can see a lot of 

that, examples of it, is a lot of schools put those types of communications out online 

on a site like Issuu http://issuu.com/  or Scribd http://www.scribd.com/ , things where 

you can look for publications online and see how people are using their publications 

to share those donor types of stories. Because you’re right! I really think you’re right, 

that other types of nonprofits are often just using the stories of their constituents, 

their clients, the consumers of their services, and what the outcomes were from 

the delivery of those services. They don’t tend to do things like tell the story of 

why somebody gave or volunteered, like why somebody chose to volunteer or get 

active in an organization. As an organization, you’re looking to attract all of those 

things. You’re looking to attract someone’s story for donating, even though it might 

not be your story for why you got involved, just seeing other people’s involvement. 

Like breeds like, as they say—when people see that there are volunteers and this 

is why people got involved and all the different ways you can get involved in an 
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organization, it helps people understand it. It’s like the PR of an organization—you 

basically have a third-party endorsement for the things that you want people to do.

Pamela: Oh, exactly. You raised a good point about following great examples. Some 

of my favorite examples for storytelling, I always tell everybody to subscribe to Best 

Friends Animal Sanctuary to their newsletter [http://bestfriends.org]. Is it Hifer?

Beth: Heifer. [http://www.heifer.org]

Pamela: Heifer International. Their stuff is great. What’s the other one I was thinking? I 

think I’ve mentioned it to you before, but this is purely on Facebook—Soidog [https://

www.facebook.com/SoiDogPageInEnglish]. They do a fabulous job of storytelling, 

really fabulous. You always want to look to who you can emulate.

Beth: Exactly. One of the tricky things about that, though, is to get enough basic 

understanding of what makes a good story, which is what we’re trying to communicate 

here, what’s a good structure, where are they pulling the heartstrings so that when 

you’re looking for examples, you can tell the difference between somebody that’s 

telling stories well and effectively and somebody that’s just executing it. That’s just 

one of the tricky things with looking for examples, is you see things that people are 

doing and it’s so easy to assume that, because they’re doing it, that it’s working, and 

that’s not always the case.

Pamela: Yeah, that’s not always the case. That’s a good point. Another organization 

that I’d urge listeners to actually make a gift to just to get on their communications 

list is Nashville Rescue Mission [http://www.nashvillerescuemission.org]. I think I’ve 

mentioned them to you before. They do an amazing job storytelling. They have a 

monthly print newsletter with no direct ask that brings in $2,000,000 a year. 

Beth: Wow. That’s incredible. I think your overall general tactic is a great idea, is to 

know what kind of stories you’re looking for, know what the definition of what a good 
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story is, a good structure of a story that’s emotional, and find organizations that seem 

to be doing it. Give them a small donation so you can stay on their chain, and learn 

from and emulate what they’re doing. They’re not going to suffer from you copying 

what they’re doing, because they’ve got their audience.

Pamela: Not at all.

Beth: In many ways, people are often very concerned about doing something like 

that, but I call it the “all ships rise on the tide” theory. If someone is doing something 

well that’s having an effect for them, you could then adapt for your organization. What 

a better way to learn from it? If you pay them a little bit as a small donation to utilize 

their learning, then that’s a really great thing to do. 

So, Pam, thank you so much. I really appreciate you taking so much time to talk about 

your experiences and give so many great tips on storytelling and where to find great 

stories and how to create great stories and how to mimic other people’s great stories. 

I think those are all really good things that everyone can learn from. How do people 

connect with you if they want to learn a little bit more, and learn from some of the 

resources that you have available?

Pamela: Well, your listeners can find me at http://www.pamelagrow.com or http://

www.simpledevelopmentsystems.com, and there’s an option to subscribe to the 

newsletter on pamelagrow.com, and there’s also another article I wanted to send you. 

It’s all about how to work better with program staff to get their stories. I’ll send that to 

you.

Beth: So Pam will send these things as well, and I’ll make sure there are links to them 

up in the show notes. I highly recommend Pamela’s newsletter. It’s very short, it has 

lots of links in it, and they’re always to great topics, great learnings, and some of 

the things that are going on right now. It’s a really, really valuable tool, and I highly 

recommend it. Thank you so much for joining me today, Pam! You know I always love 

talking to you. I always learn something, and I’m sure everyone else has learned a few 
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great tips for how to go out and find stories and to create them themselves, so thank 

you so much.

Pamela: Thanks for having me!

Questions? Contact beth@iriscreative.com


