Fundraising Story Map Template

Module 4.6 — Fundraising Narratives: Story Map Elements Mapped to Fundraising Moments

The Donor as Character Principle

Most fundraising fails because it centers the organization, not the donor. The donor is not the audience for your cause

— the donor is a character in the story: the one whose decision makes the ending possible. Write them into the
narrative as an actor, not a spectator.

Story Map Elements and Fundraising Moments

Story
Element

Setting

Character

Conflict

Turn

Resolution

Reflection

What It Is

The problem landscape
your work addresses —
the world as it is, not as
you wish it were

The specific person or
animal affected — not
your organization, not a
demographic

What happens if this
work doesn't get funded
— the cost of inaction

The intervention — what
your work makes
possible that wouldn't
happen otherwise

The measurable, specific
outcome — what a gift
actually creates

What this outcome
means for the community
— the larger implication

Where It
Appears

Opening appeal /
grant narrative
introduction

First paragraph,
first email

Mid-appeal /
mid-campaign
email

After establishing
conflict; just
before the ask

The ask
paragraph

Close / thank-you

/ post-gift
communication

Craft Principle

A specific scene, not
a statistic. Show,
don't summarize. The
reader must arrive in
a real place.

Name (real or
composite), specific
detail, one image that
lands. The character
carries the emotional
weight.

Make the cost
concrete and
specific. Abstract
suffering doesn't
move people.
Specific loss does.

The turn is what
makes the ask feel
urgent, not optional.
It is the moment of
possibility.

Specific dollar
amounts tied to
specific outcomes
create more
generous gifts than
vague appeals.

This is where the
donor's identity is
reinforced: they are
the person who does
this kind of thing.

Strong vs. Weak Example

Strong: 'On a back road
outside [town], a dog is
chained to a stake, rain falling
on a concrete pad with no
shelter.' Weak: 'Thousands of
animals suffer from inadequate
care in our region.'

Donor sees themselves in the
character's protector or the
character's situation. Never
both.

Not: 'Many animals will
continue to suffer.' Yes:
'Without this funding, our
cruelty investigation team
loses its only field investigator
in [County].'

Frame the donor's gift as the
turn: 'Your gift at any level is
what makes this next." Note:
this is not technically Story
Map terminology — it's the
adapted application.

Not: "Your gift helps animals.'
Yes: 'A $75 gift funds one
week of cruelty investigation
hours in [County].'

End with who they are, not
what you got. 'You are the
reason this is possible' —

mean it.



Transactional vs. Transformational Spectrum

What It Looks Like Fundraising Outcome

1 — Fully
Transactional

2 — Informatio
n-Based

3—
Story-Adjacent

4 — Story-Led

5 — Transform
ational

"Donate to support our programs." No story. No character. No Rare conversion; small average

stakes. gift

Statistics about the problem + program description + ask Modest conversion; forgettable

One anecdote, then organizational summary, then ask Moderate — some emotional
response

Story opens and anchors; organization enables; ask is narrative ~ Strong conversion; larger gifts
conclusion

Donor is the character who makes the ending possible; gift is a Highest conversion; repeat giving;
narrative act identity reinforcement

Your Fundraising Story Map (worksheet)

Setting — your opening scene:

Character — name and specific detail:

Conflict — cost of inaction (specific):

Turn — what your work makes

possible:

Resolution — specific outcome +

dollar amount:

Reflection — who is the donor in this

story:
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