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Each of us has a compelling story to tell.    

Each of us has a story that can move others to action.   As you learn this skill, you will be learning to tell a compelling story about yourself, the community you organize with, and your strategy that encourages others to join you in creating change.   In addition, you will gain practice in listening, and coaching others to tell a good story.    

Public narrative as a practice of leadership

Leadership is about accepting responsibility for enabling others to achieve purpose in the face of uncertainty.   Narrative is how we learn to make choices and construct our identities – as individuals, as communities, as nations.  

Why Use Public Narrative? Two Ways of Knowing 
(And we need both!)

Public leaders employ both the “head” and the “heart” in order to mobilize others to act effectively on behalf of shared values. In other words, they engage people in interpreting why they should change their world – their motivation – and how they can act to change it – their strategy.  Public narrative is the “why”—the art of translating values into action through stories.

The key to motivation is understanding that values inspire action through emotion. 

Emotions inform us of what we value in ourselves, in others, and in the world, and enable us to express the motivational content of our values to others. In other words, because we experience values emotionally, they are what actually move us to act, not only to the idea that we ought to act.   Because stories allow us to express our values not as abstract principles, but as lived experience, they have the power to move others.

Some emotions inhibit action, but other emotions facilitate action. 

Action is inhibited by inertia, fear, self-doubt, isolation, and apathy. Action is facilitated by urgency, hope, YCMAD (you can make a difference), solidarity, and anger.  Stories mobilize emotions of action to overcome emotions that inhibit us from action.
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Developing Your Own Personal Narrative

Public narrative combines a story of self, a story of us, and a story of now.

A “story of self” tells why you have been called to serve. 

Every one of us has a compelling story to tell.  We all have heroes in our lives—maybe parents or grandparents or teachers or neighbors—who modeled leadership for us in some way, and who shaped our values and our ability to act on those values.  We have also all made unique choices that shaped our life’s path—who to build relationships with, how to respond to injustices we saw as children, whether or not to take leadership in our places of worship or our unions, or our schools, etc.

The key focus is on choice points, moments in our lives when our values are formed when we have to choose in the face of great uncertainty. When did you first care about being heard, about concern with others, about abuses of power, about poverty, about the natural world? Why? When did you feel you had to do something about it? Why did you feel you could? What were the circumstances?

The power in your story of self is to reveal something of yourself and your values—not your deepest secrets, but the key shaping moments in your life.

A “story of us” communicates why our community in particular is called to act, and why we in particular have the capacity to lead. 

Just as with your story of self, the key choice points in the life of the community are those moments that express the values underlying the work your organization does.  The key is to focus on telling a story about specific people and specific moments of choice or action that shaped your organizing community and that invites others to join you in this community.

A “story of now” communicates the urgent challenge we are called upon to face now

The story includes a description of the path to take to achieve goals relative to the mission – the unique strategy or set of ideas that help us to overcome challenge and succeed.    The story also invites your listeners to make a specific actionable commitment now to help build your campaign and movement.
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The Three Key Elements of Public Narrative Structure 
Challenge – Choice – Outcome


A plot begins with an unexpected challenge that confronts a character with an urgent need to pay attention, to make a choice, a choice for which s/he is unprepared. The choice yields an outcome  -- and the outcome teaches a moral. 

Because we can empathetically identify with the character, we can “feel” the moral.  We not only hear “about” someone’s courage; we can also be inspired by it.

The story of the character and their effort to engage around values engages the listener in their own challenge choice and outcome relative to the story.

Incorporating Challenge, Choice, and Outcome in Your Own Story

There are some key questions you need to answer as you consider the choices you have made in your life and the path you have taken that brought you to this point in time as a leader.    Once you identify the specific relevant choice point, perhaps your first true experience of community in the face of challenge, or your choice to do something about injustice for the first time, dig deeper by answering the following questions.    

Challenge:   Why did you feel it was a challenge? What was so challenging about it? Why was it your challenge?

Choice:   Why did you make the choice you did? Where did you get the courage (or not)? Where did you get the hope (or not)? Did your parents or grandparents’ life stories teach you in any way how to act in that moment?  How did it feel?

Outcome:   How did the outcome feel? Why did it feel that way? What did it teach you? What do you want to teach us? How do you want us to feel?

A word about challenge.   Sometimes people see the word challenge and think that they need to describe the misfortunes of their lives.   Keep in mind that a struggle might be one of your own choosing – a high mountain you decided to climb as much as a hole you managed to climb out of.    Any number of things may have been a challenge to you and be the source of a good story to inspire others.        
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VIDEO REVIEW: 

BARACK OBAMA’s 2004 DNC SPEECH
Take a few minites to watch Barack Obama's 2004 DNC speech – while you watch it, think about the elements of SELF – US – NOW that you hear in his story.

	SELF


	US
	NOW

	What are his experiences and values that call him to the national stage?


	Who is the “us” that he identifies?  What images and shared experiences does he call on? What are the common values he appeals to?


	What challenge to those values does he identify?  What is his strategy to overcome this challenge?   What is the first step that each person can take to be part of the solution?

	
	
	


1. Do you think he did a good job of telling his story?      What worked?     What could have been more clear?

2. What are some of the specific details in his story that you remember?
What values did he talk about in his story?
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STORY OF SELF PRACTICE WORK – In Pairs
GOALS

· Practice telling your Story of Self and get feedback

· Learn to coach others’ stories
IN A PAIR: 

Total Time: 17minutes
	1. 
	Take some time as an indiividuals to silently develop your “Story of Self.” Use the worksheet below.


	5 min.

	2. 
	Find a partner. 

Practice telling your story of self.

- 2 minutes each to tell your story 

* Focus on one experience where you have made a choice in your life (see worksheet below for prompters)

* Be specific & give lots of details

- 3 minutes each for feedback:

* What is the Challenge, Choice, Outcome in each story? Write them in the boxes below.

* Were there sections of the story that had especially good details or images  (e.g. sights, sounds, smells, or emotions of the moment)? How did those details make you feel?

* Could you identify this person’s values from the story? 


	12 min.

	
	NOTE: You have just 2 minutes to tell your story.  Stick to 

this limit.  Make sure your timekeeper cuts you off.  This 

both encourages focus and makes sure everyone has a chance.
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STORY OF SELF PRACTICE WORK – In Groups of Four - (Recommended for trainings)
GOALS

· Practice telling your Story of Self and get feedback

· Learn to coach others’ stories

In a group of 4 -- Total Time: 40 min.

	1.
	Gather in your group.  Choose a timekeeper.  Choose a  facilitator who will help keep your group on agenda and make sure everyone participates. 



	3 min.

	2.
	Take some time as individuals to silently develop your “Story of Self.” Use the worksheet below.


	5 min.

	3.
	Choose a partner. 

Practice telling your story of self.

- 2 minutes each to tell your story 

* Focus on one experience where you have made a choice in your life (see  worksheet below for prompters)

* Be specific & give lots of details

- 3 minutes each for feedback:

* What is the Challenge, Choice , Outcome in each story? Write them in the boxes below.

* Were there sections of the story that had especially good details or images  (e.g. sights, sounds, smells, or emotions of the moment)? How did those details make you feel?

* Could you identify this person’s values from the story? 


	12 min.

	4.
	As a team go around the group and tell your story one by one.

For each person:

- 2 minutes to tell their story

- 3 minutes to offer feedback from the group

NOTE: You have just 2 minutes to tell your story.  Stick to 

this limit.  Make sure your timekeeper cuts you off.  This 

both encourages focus and makes sure everyone has a chance.


	20 min.
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  WORKSHEET: 

   DEVELOPING YOUR STORY OF SELF
Reflection

Take time to reflect on your own public story, beginning with your story of self.   You may go back as far as your parents or grandparents, or you may start with your most recent organizing and keep asking yourself why you in particular got involved when you did. Focus on challenges you had to face, the choices you made about how to deal with them, and the satisfactions – or frustrations - you experienced.  Why did you make those choices? Why did you do this and not that? Keep asking yourself why.

What did you learn from reflecting on these moments of challenge, choice, and outcome?  How do they feel? Do they teach you anything about yourself, about your family, about your peers, your community, your nation, your world around you - about what really matters to you matters?  What about these stories was so intriguing?  Which elements offered real perspective into your own life?   

What brings you to this campaign?   When did you decide to work on environmental and economic justice? Why? When did you decide to volunteer? Why? When did you decide to give up three days for this session? Why? 

Many of us active in public service have stories of both loss and hope. If we did not have stories of loss, we would understand that loss is a part of the world, we would have no reason to try to fix it. But we also have stories of hope. Otherwise we wouldn’t be trying to fix it. 

A good public story is drawn from the series of choice points that have structure the “plot” of your life – the challenges you faced, choices you made, and outcomes you experienced. 

Challenge: Why did you feel it was a challenge? What was so challenging about it? Why was it your challenge?

Choice: Why did you make the choice you did? Where did you get the courage – or not? Where did you get the hope – or not? How did it feel?

Outcome: How did the outcome feel? Why did it feel that way? What did it teach you? What do you want to teach us? How do you want us to feel? 

What are the experiences and values that call you to take leadership to win a clean energy economy?

Hopefully you’ve been thinking of your story in advance of the workshop.    If you didn’t get a chance to do so – we have listed some key elements and types of experiences that may have contributed to your current choice to take leadership on winning a clean energy economy.

	FAMILY & CHILDHOOD


Parents/Family


Growing Up Experiences 


Your Community 


Role Models


School


	LIFE CHOICES


School


Career


Partner/Family


Hobbies/Interests/Talents


Experiences – Finding 
Passion – Overcoming 
Challenge
	MOVEON EXPERIENCE

Introduction to civic work

First Experience of organizing

Connection to key books or people

Role Models/Community

Current Experience of MoveOn




Take some time to think about the elements of your story in the context of the challenge, choice and outcome.    In this case, the outcome might also be the thing you learned, in addition to what actually happened.    

	CHALLENGE:
	CHOICE:
	OUTCOME:




FACILITATION NOTES:
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STORY OF SELF

Your job as the facilitator is to help move your team through this breakout session so that everyone practices their story of self (including you!) and everyone gets feedback.  Work with your group’s timekeeper to stick to the agenda and be sure everyone gets to participate.

Asking the following questions will help you coach your small groups through the telling of their stories of self. 

Remember to balance both positive and constructively critical feedback.  The purpose of coaching is not to judge or criticize each other’s stories; rather, you are listening to the way stories are told and thinking of ways that the storytelling could be improved.

Story of Self Coaching Questions

· CHALLENGE: What were the specific challenges the storyteller faced?  How were those challenges made most vivid?  What details would help make the challenge even more real?

· CHOICE: Was there a clear choice or choices that were made in response to the challenge?  How do those choices make you feel?  (Hopeful?  Angry?  Etc.)

· OUTCOME: What was the specific outcome that resulted from those choices?  What does that outcome teach us?

· Could you identify what this person’s values are and where they come from? How specifically?

· Were there sections of the story that had especially good details or images (e.g. sights, sounds, smells, or emotions of the moment)?  How did those details make you feel?
   WORKSHEET: 

   COACHING YOUR TEAMMATES’ STORIES OF SELF
COACHING CHECKLIST

DO LISTEN FOR

· What works first in the story, focusing on specifics.

· How the story makes you feel, and what specifically makes you feel that way.

· The CHALLENGE and the HOPE in the story.  

· Clear choice points, the moment when one thing happened and not another.
· The themes in the narrative. 
DON’T 

Offer vague abstract "feel good" comments, unless you’ve established the context.

What does the storyteller learn from “you did a great job”, as opposed to, “the way you described your moment of choice made me feel very hopeful because. . . . “

Make value judgments about the storyteller’s voice or the validity of the point they want to make. The key here is that a person find ways to express themselves in their own voice –word choice, humor, metaphor, etc. Of course they need to know if choices they’ve made communicate what they want to communicate.

Record Feedback/Comments from Your Team Members Here:

Coaching Your Team's “Story of Self”

As you hear each other's stories, keeping track of the details of each person’s story will help you to provide feedback and remember details about people on your team later. Use the grid below to track your team's stories.

	Name
	Challenge
	Choice
	Outcome
	Notes

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Goals for this session:





To learn the basics of how public narrative works: values, emotion & story structure





Each participant practices and gets feedback on their story of self.
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