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“Stories are how we explain, how we teach,

how we entertain ourselves, and how we often

Introduction

do all three at once. They are the juncture

F

where fact and feelings meet. And for those

rom earliest memory, we understand the allure
and attraction of stories, whether spoken, filmed
or read. At a basic level, they record and chronicle
human activity. Done well, they wrap important truths
around human experience. Done strategically, they can
be used to build and deepen relationships and move
people from contemplation to action.

reasons, they are central to civilization – in fact,
civilization takes form in our minds as a series
of narratives.”
Fulford 19951
benefits inspired Vibrant Communities Edmonton to
initiate “Make Tax Time Pay” – a program of educating
people about benefits and subsidies for which they
could apply.

For Vibrant Communities - a national organization
devoted to community engagement and poverty
reduction - storytelling adds value by highlighting new
areas of activity and expressing insights about working
collaboratively on complex issues.

When a VC idea, personal story or initiative needs to be
more broadly shared, it may be captured as a community
story. VC stories are generally written collaboratively
– one person holds the pen but many are consulted,
interviewed and asked to review the document as it
develops. Co-creating stories allows people to own the
material, enrich it with their insights and use it to describe
and explain their work. At later stages, embedding
stories into evaluation tools2 allows a ‘shorthanding’ of
experience and learning.

Vibrant Communities (VC) uses stories at all levels
of the change process. They are an important part of
community change. For example, when VC assembles
stories about how a particular convenor group seeks
to create change, people can more easily ‘see’ where
they agree and disagree. When partners are involved
in detailing their change efforts, they have a chance to
hold a mirror up to themselves – in either an admiring,
approving way, or as a chance to ask “am I too …?”
questions.

Vibrant Communities’ first ten years included many
forms of storytelling, from individual and community
conversation to social media. This publication describes
how stories have been used by various VC organizations
to define, shape and learn from their work. By storytelling
about storytelling, it offers suggestions for packaging
community messages in order to effect changes in
attitudes or outcomes.

Operating as a pan-Canadian learning initiative has
allowed VC the opportunity to share stories and
experiences through its documentation processes, telelearning, face-to-face meetings, steering committee
work and regular coach-to-convenor exchanges. Work
undertaken in one region of the country has inspired
similar initiatives in another. Vibrant Communities
Saint John’s experience of having the New Brunswick
business sector lead poverty reduction discussion and
action confirmed for all VC convenors the importance
of securing business partners in their leadership tables
and as strategy collaborators. Work in Waterloo Region
to help seniors access Guaranteed Income Supplement

We hope that the storytelling experiences of Vibrant
Communities will spark an answering appetite to
use storytelling to further the goals of your work or
organization. Changing the world begins with the ideas
we choose to share.
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TALKING
Personal Stories

I

n 2008, Vibrant Communities co-originator Paul Born published Community Conversations3. This book presents two
sets of vital conversational resources. The first outlines the progression from conversing to engaging, collaborating and casting a vision. The second reviews ten techniques for holding community conversations. This handy
guide provides both structure and inspiration for those who seek greater depth and impact through conversation.
It has been Vibrant Communities’ experience that changing the nature of the conversation about poverty – moving
away from stigmatizing it and learning to understand it – is the critical starting point for communities focusing on
poverty reduction. When you get more people to speak about poverty, people learn things they didn’t know about its
nature and impact. You also hear people say, “I can help with that.”
The community conversation approach has been fundamental to Vibrant Communities. One of the first steps in the
VC process is to engage leaders in the discussion about poverty, a subject not normally talked about in a concerted
way. Community conversations make the topic accessible and meaningful, and if people from multiple sectors are
involved – from business, government, people with lived experience of poverty, service providers – the many perspectives lead to new ways of thinking. As conversations deepen and levels of trust are built, a collective wisdom begins
to emerge.
~8~

A

banker walks along a cold
downtown street on his way
to lunch with colleagues. He
notices a man about his age standing
on the sidewalk, his hand out for
spare change. He stops to talk. His
friends have moved further down the
street and call for him to catch up.
He waves them on and continues his
conversation with the panhandler.
He learns that the man was injured in
a fall sustained in his job as a roofer.
His subsequent unemployment led
him to drink more, which led to the
deterioration of his marriage and
the loss of his home. Now reliant on
welfare, he can’t make ends meet.

Story 1

One Powerful Moment
Saint John, NB, November 1997

Bill Gale valued his “fierce” exchange
with the roofer and his personal
world view changed forever because
of it. The story of his conversation
became the starting point for an antipoverty journey that is still unfolding
in Saint John and throughout New
Brunswick. Bill’s experience has
continued to resonate and inspire
business leaders in that province and
across the country.
Questions to Consider

• I n what conversations have you
engaged recently that provoked
deep feelings in you? What parts
of your life or work did they
encourage you to re-examine?
• What stories have you recently
heard that created a desire to ‘do
something’?
• What were the key elements of that story and what
did you do?
• When was the last time you engaged in a conversation
with somebody outside your normal circle who
challenged your way of looking at a particular issue?

The banker has been involved in
community organizations all his
career life and knows that a lot of
people have invested time and money trying to build
a healthier society. Troubled by the fact that a person
his age is so poorly served by what he thought was a
robust social safety net, the banker later picks up the
phone to talk to a woman he believes to be an expert on
poverty. “If you had a million dollars,” he asks, “could
you fix the problem?” She answers honestly that poverty
is complicated. “Can we meet to talk about this some
more?” he asks.

Story ripples
Initiatives that emerged from, or were affected,
by Bill’s story and the formation of BCAPI

Several conversations later, the two of them invite a
group of business people to meet them at a local soup
kitchen. More conversations with people who live in
poverty bring home the truth: even smart, successful
people can’t fix poverty by themselves. Soon after,
members of the group form the Business Community
Anti-Poverty Initiative (BCAPI) to partner with the
community to substantially reduce poverty in Saint John.

Provincial poverty reduction and social
inclusion plan
When Bill Gale and Monica Chaperlin met for that first
conversation, they had no idea that it would, in 2008,
help to finally convince New Brunswick’s provincial
government to start down the road to a social inclusion
and poverty reduction plan4.

Author Susan Scott makes the point that any conversation
can become a moment of deep significance and an
impetus for action. In her book, Fierce Conversations:
Achieving Success at Work and in Life, One Conversation at
a Time, she defines “fierce,” as robust, intense, strong,
powerful, passionate, eager and unbridled.

In 2004, BCAPI became the local convenor for Vibrant
Communities Saint John (VCSJ). In January 2011, VCSJ
was named by the provincial government as one of 12
regional community inclusion networks that will guide
local poverty reduction and social inclusion efforts.
~9~

Always remember that people are most
deeply impacted by personal stories they
Deepening the involvement of the
business sector
BCAPI members’ belief that business must be
part of the poverty solution led them to organize
a province-wide business leaders’ conference in
October 2009. “Activate”5 was the first step in
another series of provocative conversations where
the ultimate goal was to strengthen relationships
and build a sector-wide understanding of poverty’s
complex nature and business’ role in its elimination.
Bill’s legacy
Bill Gale’s passion and professional example led
BCAPI to launch a bursary in his name in October
2010. With a first year goal of raising $100,000,
BCAPI will use the bursary funds to help finance
postsecondary education for youth with limited
financial means.
Telling business’ stories

hear first-hand. Reading about a person
or seeing them in a video is a second-tier
option for storytelling.
Personal story or community story?
Bill Gale’s personal story highlights the bridges that can be built
between individual experience and collective action. Sharing his
experience became part of the Saint John effort to build a common
understanding of poverty reduction. His account of the roofer’s
difficulties originally drew in new business partners, then was
shared among widening circles of government, people with lived
experience and community organizers. Bill’s roofer story led to
Bill’s personal evolution, which became a own story of its own.
As this re-telling occurred, poverty reduction moved from a
personal to a community experience. The poverty story in Saint
John could now could be told from multiple perspectives. This type
of community storytelling adds several layers of complexity – more
players, more dynamic parts – but always interweaving individual
stories that are representative of community change.

In its first ten years, Vibrant Communities collectively designed
BCAPI was established around focused action
and implemented more than 160 local initiatives aimed at poverty
to reduce poverty. Its Vibrant Communities arm
reduction. Organizers note: the initiatives most often discussed,
became the multi-sectoral leadership that continues
referenced and used as illustrative are those which are documented
to drive a community-wide poverty reduction
as stories.
strategy in Saint John. BCAPI is adjusting its role and
spending more time engaging
additional business leaders in
the work of community building
We become the stories we tell about ourselves.
to break the poverty cycle and
using storytelling as a point of
and how people are benefiting
engagement.
is a good way to attract others to this work. Good stories
have more appeal and a wider reach than an annual
A professional journalist was hired to capture why ten
report.”6
business leaders became involved in this work and how
their efforts are helping the poverty reduction effort.
This is the first time BCAPI and its initiatives have
The Telegraph Journal, Saint John’s daily newspaper,
been publicly profiled in such a substantial way. Monica
released the resulting ten stories at the rate of one a day
continues: “The willingness of business leaders to
in October 2010, beginning the day of BCAPI’s annual
be public about their involvement speaks to the
meeting. The newspaper also compiled the stories
confidence they have that Saint John is on the right path
into a supplement that was published province-wide in
to reducing poverty. They agreed to be interviewed,
November 2010. BCAPI now uses the supplement as a
not because they wanted to be profiled, but because
communication and marketing tool. Says Monica
they know good results must be shared to increase
Chaperlin: “Media stories about how people are helping
participation and expand this work.”
~ 10 ~

Involving business more intelligently
Business leaders in Saint John were recognized as
having initially driven the poverty reduction agenda, but
the wider community has now grasped the concept and
new opportunities for involvement are unfolding at a
rapid pace. More than ever, convenor organizations like
BCAPI must review the flow of activity, and pick the
best and highest use of their energies, talents and time.
Conversation continues in Saint John about getting more
business leaders to buy in to more complex elements
of poverty reduction. For example, establishing health

insurance for entry-level employees may not seem all that
important but its implications for long-term employee
health are far-reaching. Committing to hiring at-risk or
low-income workers requires managers to assess the
merits of potential employees based on competencies
rather than high school equivalencies (GED tests) or
courses studied. The message: It is possible to build in
social considerations along with a healthy bottom line!
Question to Consider
•

~ 11 ~

What good news story does your organization have
to share?

B

onnie Pacaud’s lived experience of poverty in childhood
and her efforts to integrate
an older sister with Down syndrome
into the Lethbridge community after 25 years in a provincial institution shaped her personal and career
paths. She became concerned about
the links among disability, low income and transportation after her
move to Calgary in the late 1990s.
She had served on a provincial committee which studied issues affecting people with developmental disabilities. Colleen Huston had worked
with the City of Calgary’s Social Services Department, providing transportation services to people with
disabilities. The two women helped
form the Calgary Committee for
Discounted Transit Passes in 1998.

Story 2
Water on Stone

Calgary, AB, 1998 to the present

In the course of putting together a discounted transit
pass proposal, the Committee worked closely with
agency representatives and people living on low income.
These groups became supporters of the Committee’s
work and their members provided many personal
stories of the barriers people faced as a result of poor
transportation access.
It became common practice for Committee members
to bring a storyteller along to meetings with municipal
transit officials. Over the months and years, the practice
had both its supporters and its detractors. Says Bonnie
Pacaud: “We felt we owed it to our supporters and
members to help them find a voice in the community.
It is too easy for officials to think in terms of a transit
system, forgetting that the system serves people, instead
of the other way around.”

She continues: “When we combined
our approach in 2004 with the marketing and policy expertise of Vibrant Communities Calgary, however, the campaign took off. The
newly-branded ‘Fair Fares’ committee brought everything into better
alignment. Members were able to
draw in new partners and convince
City Council that transportation was
an important element in overall efforts to improve access to employment, educational and social opportunities.”

The storytelling in Calgary built a
small chorus of voices into a powerful call for action. The individual testimonies brought to the city month
after month by the original Calgary
Committee for Discounted Transit
Passes had thoroughly familiarized aldermen and administrators with the problems of inadequate transportation. Fair Fares’ success in helping secure low-income
transit passes (LITPs) rested on a foundation of personal stories.

Ripple 1
Calgary Budget deliberations, November 2010
The November 2010 Calgary Budget included a decision
to scrap a planned fare hike to the LITPs to $45; instead,
the monthly $41.50 charge was knocked down to $40:
A welcome relief, but the battle for affordable transportation continues. See Selina’s video7, posted by Vibrant
Communities Calgary, December 10, 2010.
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Ripple 2
Discounted transit passes in Edmonton
In 2002, the Calgary Committee for Discounted Transit
Passes worked to build province-wide support for
accessible, affordable transportation. They cooperated
with municipal officials in Red Deer, Edmonton and
Calgary. The City of Edmonton subsequently approved
a pilot project for a low-income bus pass and passed

a resolution to work with the province on subsidized
fares for those receiving the provincial Assured Income
for the Severely Handicapped (AISH) benefit. Today,
Edmonton fully funds a discounted transit pass for
AISH recipients; that decision is reviewed annually
at budget time. Monthly passes are $32 (compared
with the regular fare of $80) and may be used only
for regular bus service. The Government of Alberta’s
only involvement, to date, has been to verify whether a
resident is an AISH recipient.

~ 13 ~

O

ne of the presenters at a
2004 Homelessness and
Housing Task Force community forum in Surrey, BC was
both homeless and working as a day
labourer. His situation sparked considerable conversation. Only precariously attached to the workforce, day
labourers do not qualify for Employment Insurance and may not
be able to qualify for certain necessary services (e.g., welfare and other
employment, housing and program
supports).

Story 3

Two Curious People
Surrey, BC, fall 2004

Newton Advocacy Group Society
Executive Director Susan Keeping
and community worker Saira Khan
thought that the cross-sectoral,
collaborative Vibrant Communities
model could help address the
employment, housing and support hurdles confronting
this day labourer.
Over the next few months, they brought together financial industry representatives, construction company
owners, government representatives and day labourers
to create “Project Comeback.” Launched in 2005, the
initiative combined employment readiness and placement with housing assistance and ongoing support for
homeless day labourers.

~ 14 ~

Says Susan: “In our initial meetings,
we made it very clear that we didn’t
have any answers to the problem,
just that we were interested in hearing people’s input and sharing information. The group got engaged with
the ideas and we were encouraged by
the response.”
Stories of the day labourers housed
by Project Comeback continue to
be used to communicate the gritty
details of a homeless construction
worker’s life. Unlike the story of Bill
Gale and the Saint John roofer, the
stories told in Surrey do not serve
as a starting point for a movement,
but as a reminder that homeless day
labourers need ongoing attention,
care and support.

Questions to Consider
• Who can you talk to about your personal must-do
issue or stories?
• Who else in your community is having similar conversations?
• How are you telling your story of human impact?

A

wareness of Low Income
Voices – ALIV(e) – was cofounded in 2007 by Opportunities Waterloo Region and four
low-income citizens as a way to
learn more about the issues, experiences and concerns of people living on low incomes. With financial,
administrative and facilitation support from Opportunities, ALIV(e) is
educating its members and the wider
community about poverty-related
concerns and initiatives aimed at
preventing and reducing poverty. In
June 2010, ALIV(e) members told
some of their stories at a regional
council meeting and made a recommendation regarding Ontario’s
Social Assistance Review process
which council subsequently adopted.

Story 4

And a Ripple
The impact of one-on-one
conversation

P

art of the responsibility of
the Community Action Team
was to be willing to enter into conversation with people in positions
Waterloo Region, ON, 2007 to the present
of power during special events. At
business breakfasts or luncheons, a
member of CAT would be placed
at each table beside a leading business person or community leader. It
was courageous of people to move
out of their comfort zone, but with
coaching and support, they shared
their stories with the “suit” seated beside them. For some business leaders, this was the first time
they had ever spoken with a person
on social assistance. Often they were surprised to know
that the person sitting next to them, dressed smartly in
The Original ‘Splash’
Value Village finery, was in fact living way below the
Hearing Low-income voices in BC’s
Capital Region
poverty line. In other cases the business leader might
share the fact that a member of his family had a similar
experience. Undoubtedly, the table conversation was inThe Quality of Life CHALLENGE, a poverty reducfluenced by these informal personal stories.
tion-focused initiative of the Community Social Planning Council and the Vibrant Communities convenor
for BC Capital Region, established a Community AcRipple 2
tion Team (CAT) in 2003. Its purpose was to better
St. John’s, Newfoundland offers capaCITIES
include the voices of people living on low income in its
decision-making processes. The group’s membership
and mandate shifted over the next few years, originating
Encouraging people to speak up and assume leadership
as a separate entity that would advise CHALLENGE
duties were the twin goals of CapaCITIES – a 12activities, but later, individual members joined separate
week community leadership course created for Vibrant
committees and influenced the organization as a whole
Communities St. John’s in 2008.
to develop inclusion policies. Transportation, food, and
child care became standard offerings at meetings, and
Questions to Consider
claims for such items could be made when attending
meetings at other location.
• Where are the quiet voices in your own community
ALIV(e)

whose stories need telling?
• How can you and your organization help to tell
these stories or develop people’s capacities to tell
their own stories?
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M

ontréal’s Saint-Michel neighbourhood is home to
Vivre Saint-Michel en Santé
(VSMS). Originally established in
1991 as part of the Canada-wide
Healthy Communities movement,
it began operating under a tripartite agreement in 1997 with the City
of Montréal, Centraide of Greater
Montréal and the City’s Office of
Public Health. In 2004, VSMS developed more specific poverty reduction and social inclusion plans and
joined Vibrant Communities as a
convenor organization.

Story 5

Vivre Saint-Michel en Santé
Goes Door-to-Door

Montréal, Québec, 2006

Members of VSMS and its partner
organizations were aware that many
Saint-Michel residents did not possess the self-confidence and skills
they needed to get involved in committee work. However, VSMS’ asset-focused approach
led organizers to believe that residents could be encouraged to translate their individual concerns into collective
action. Citizen participation would be built one household at a time.

logging their concerns. Next, the
partner organized les cafés rencontres –
informal community meetings where
people from the five micro-neighbourhoods were presented with
summaries of resident concerns.
Says VSMS Executive Director Yves
Levesque: “Our efforts were aimed
at helping people learn and develop
a competence and interest in mobilization. Once we found out about
people’s concerns, we gathered them
into a list. Relatively quickly, a citizens’ committee came together to
address one of the identified issues.”

With its house-by-house approach,
VSMS now records 100 microneighbourhood residents as regular
VSMS contributors. They help operate activities that attract up to 3,000 Saint-Michel residents – a great return on a small investment!

A VSMS partner organization identified 200 households
in five micro-neighbourhoods where they would focus
their citizen participation efforts. In 2006, they hired a
project officer for each of the five selected areas. These
individuals went door-to-door, visiting with people and

~ 16 ~

Questions to Consider
• Who are the individuals in your community with
important gifts to contribute but lack the self-confidence or opportunities to get involved?
• If your ‘traditional invitations’ to would-be partners
aren’t working, would a more direct approach work?

TALKING
Emotions Plus Facts

I

n Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking, Malcolm
Gladwell describes the phenomenon of ‘priming’ – using selected
words or images to warm an audience up to a new idea. Increasingly,
Vibrant Communities Saint John
(VCSJ) uses personal stories to
prime planning and review sessions.

Story 6

Using Personal Stories to
‘Prime’ Conversation

Saint John, NB, 2010 to present

In September 2010, 110 participants
from various sectors of the community came together to review VCSJ
targets and progress and consider
future development within the strategy’s four key areas. As the evening
got under way, audience members
were told personal stories about how
~ 17 ~

a particular initiative or service provider’s work had affected residents’
lives or their neighbourhoods. Combined with a data-laden activity report, participant input helped create
a rich ground for subsequent discussions on future work directions.
The session was chaired by a resident of one of the city’s five priority neighbourhoods. The afternoon’s
conversational outcomes were captured in a follow-up document, and
confirmed two things: That VCSJ
was on the right track with its targets
and that the community wanted to
see bolder targets and more specific
outcomes. Fabulous!

opportunities. The project was launched in a similar
fashion; graduates shared their projects and progress
with prospective Learn and Go participants. Their
stories were profiled in the local daily newspaper.

Sell your issue with feelings, back it up with facts.
Another event was designed to allow 40 women engaged
in “Learn and Go” – a women’s learning group – the
opportunity to describe neighbourhood projects they
had envisioned, planned and, in some cases, completed
– all within a two- to three-month period. Funded by
the Irving Oil Corporation and coordinated by VCSJ,
the Community Health Centre and the Urban Core
Support Network, Learn and Go – and the presentation
event – offered powerful story making and storytelling

~ 18 ~

Questions to Consider
• What new ideas does your organization or group
have to communicate? What words or images could
you use to ‘prime’ your audience to make them more
receptive to these new ideas?
• When was the last time your organization or group
challenged itself to set the bar higher?
• How can you prime your conversations to make
such an ask possible?

T

o accomplish deep and dumunity. Previously, we had worked
rable impacts on poverty
with health care professionals as our
requires both programmatic
first line of community educators,
(local level responses) and policy
with limited success. MTTP volunchange – at the municipal, provincial
teers and community groups gave us
Policy Change in Alberta
and federal levels. Vibrant Commua better way to communicate with
nities Edmonton (VCE) undertook
people. We knew we needed people
a programmatic response aimed at
to want to sign up for benefits, but
getting more tax dollars back into Edmonton, AB, 2005 to the present confusing forms and the spectre of
low-income earners’ pockets. They
big government were getting in the
established “Make Tax Time Pay”
way. As a department, we are con(MTTP) in 2006 (for tax year 2005),
tinuing to reach out to more comsetting up locations in selected lowmunity groups, particularly those
income neighbourhoods where resiserving new Canadians, with positive
dents could get help filling in benefits
results.”
and subsidies forms for which they
VCE’s efforts to influence tax policy
qualified. Over the next four years,
is further evidence of the power that
VCE administered the program,
emerges from combining emotion
then successfully handed it over to
with data – Karen’s determination to
a community partner, E4C. By 2010
help people access benefits to which
(tax year 2009), MTTP had increased
they were entitled – with AE&I’s own benefits uptake
the number of people served from 530 to 4,176. Client
data. Alberta Child Health Benefit uptake statistics
data showed that $1.1 million tax dollars were returned
showed steady increases between 2005 (69,000 children)
in 2010 (up from 2006, the first year figures were kept,
and 2009 (80,678 children).
when $78,357 were returned).

Story 7

Former VCE Director Karen Gingras believed
passionately that the provincial government could be
more successful in helping people access the Alberta
Child Health Benefit (one of the MTTP benefits applied
for). In 2006, her persistence led to the formation of
a policy working group made up of VCE and Alberta
Employment and Immigration (AE&I) representatives.
Lynda Cantell is responsible for getting the health benefits under AE&I’s jurisdiction into the hands of people
living on low income. Says Lynda: “Our department was
predisposed to doing benefits uptake work, but MTTP
helped accelerate our efforts to engage the wider com-

~ 19 ~

Questions to Consider
• What kinds of programmatic work are you
currently engaged in that could benefit from
changes to existing policies?
• What is your organization’s capacity in regard to
policy issues?
• Are there training opportunities being offered
by community organizations, service provider
organizations or government agencies that can help
increase your capacity?

Ripple
Hamilton’s Policy Successes
The City of Hamilton’s role in matching policy with
poverty reduction goals is large and increasing. Thanks
to the close partnerships developed among the Hamilton
Roundtable for Poverty Reduction, the Hamilton
Community Foundation and the City, those involved
in poverty reduction are moving in complementary
directions.

In the last few years, the City has ended the municipal
portion of the clawback of the National Child
Benefit for families on social assistance and created an
affordable transit pass for low-income working people.
It is in the process of developing a neighbourhood
strategy, and its forthcoming social inclusion strategy8
will use Hamilton’s participation in the 2015 PanAm and
Para Pan Games to advance community development
goals. Discussions continue on how to make Hamilton
a Living Wage Community, in harmony with the City’s
evolving Human Services Plan.

~ 20 ~

P

overty is about people who
live at the margins – they
learn less, earn less, participate less and become less visible to
the mainstream. Breaking the silence
of poverty has involved creating safe
spaces for conversation and learning
about poverty issues.

Story 8

Community Conversations
Series
Waterloo Region, ON, 2002 to present

Opportunities Waterloo Region began hosting a bi-monthly Community Conversations Series in 2002 as
a way to engage all sectors in learning together about poverty. Speakers showcase the work being done
in various sectors of the community and innovative models of poverty prevention and reduction that
are working well in other Canadian
communities. Their presentations are
followed by an open discussion or
mini-workshop, giving everyone an opportunity to explore how the topic affects their work or life, and to
identify new solutions.
Every conversation is different and each one has the potential to create programmatic and systems change ripples. A 2005 conversation about collaboration featured
four community funders who were not actually working
together at that time. Following the panel discussion,
they formed a funders’ collaborative.

reduction as people discover more
opportunities for collaboration.”
Recent efforts to establish Waterloo
Region as a Pathways to Education
community grew from a local committee called Youth Education for
Success (YES) which arose from a
Community Conversations Series
event in November 2002. Members
started a conversation with Pathways
organizers in Toronto’s Regent Park
five years ago, and Kitchener became the first Pathways community
in the region.
©

Similarly, Mary hopes that a recent
Community Conversation with John
Tory from Toronto City Summit
Alliance will provide inspiration for
Waterloo business owners to take a
more active role in local poverty reduction efforts.
Says Mary: “What I find really exciting is that the
Community Conversations Series allows us to reach out
in new ways to inspire our regular attendees and get new
people involved in our work. This is one of the things
Opportunities Waterloo Region is supposed to be: a
catalyst.”

Sometimes the conversations follow a plan, at other
times issue selection is based on serendipity. Says
Opportunities Waterloo Region Executive Director
Mary MacKeigan: “Our reputation for allowing
ideas to bubble up and encouraging engagement and
collaboration to emerge has spread. Our funders are
interested in the levels of engagement that we achieve;
they understand that a well-informed and connected
community will achieve greater levels of poverty

~ 21 ~

Questions to Consider
• How can your organization create safe spaces for
discussions to take place around important but
difficult issues (e.g., the stigma of poverty, mental
health)?
• Where does the energy or appetite for positive
change reside in this community?
• If no such energy exists, are there other communities
that we can involve, or draw on for inspiration?

T

hough we may share a common language, our perceptions of meaning are shaped
by our experiences. Our countries
of origins, the stories we are told or
read or see on film, our education
and work histories – all build our
understanding of words and their
meanings. As part of an effort to
better understand residents’ needs
and their understanding of poverty,
organizers at Vibrant Abbotsford
conducted a “Neighbourhoods Project” in 2009. One group – women
in Abbotsford’s Punjabi community – taught VC an important lesson about the meanings we ascribe
to words.

Story 9

Diversity and Language

Abbotsford, BC, 2009

Conversations were held with 27
women aged 19 to 78 at a local Sikh
temple. (The community’s traditions
did not allow males to speak with female VC employees.) An interpreter
helped identify several differences
in understanding. For example, the
word ‘poverty’ means ‘homeless’ in
Punjabi. ‘Wealth’ describes people
who enjoy good relationships with
their spouses and families. Poverty is
broadly understood as a lack of fulfilling relationships rather than a lack
of financial assets.
Questions to Consider

Gaining a better understanding of
immigrant views of poverty is particularly important in Abbotsford, where visible minorities
make up 23 percent of the population. Indo-Canadians
comprise the City’s largest group of new Canadians, and
the largest sub-group is from the Province of Punjab.

~ 22 ~

• By the Punjabi community’s definition, how many of us are poor?
How poor is your community?
• How can you structure conversations with your co-workers and
partners to arrive at a common
understanding of your work and
goals?

WRITING
When You Just Can’t Be There in Person

V

ibrant Communities convenors agree that there
is no match for hearing a story in person: It is
the most powerful way to get inside another
person’s reality. As Bill Gale’s encounter shows, it can
also have life-changing consequences.
Reading a well-told story is a second-best option, but
a vital one. Having a written record of an event or
personal story allows those who experienced an event
first-hand to re-live it and to more completely share the
moment with others.
While word-of-mouth advertising is still the best of all
sales techniques, the written story is like the handshake

Emotion and facts are the one-two punch of ‘selling’
poverty reduction.

at the end of a conversation: It cements and confirms
the experience.
Decisions need hard facts. Besides recording personal
or organizational change stories, written materials
provide the data that supports the logical component
of decision-making.
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Six ways a local change group can use their stories:

(VCSJ) Ripples
Vibrant Communities Saint John

•
•
•
•

Build and deepen partner relationships
Raise the profile of the work they’re involved with
Raise their own profile
Gain validation from another source (if a third party
chronicles the work)
• Use the story as a chance to shorten and communicate their
framework for change
• Synthesize their efforts to date into a narrative

Getting to know your media
After eight years of operations, VCSJ has all the buyin from government and community partners that it
needs. Now it wants the general public to understand
the importance of focusing on poverty reduction
instead of being overwhelmed by the juggernaut of
provincial deficit reduction. Newspapers can help by
raising awareness and encouraging volunteerism.
VCSJ has become more deliberate about engaging
the media, finding responsive reporters and nurturing
relationships that improve the flow of information
about poverty reduction successes and challenges. A
student was recently hired to build a communications
strategy that now schedules regular releases to the
Telegraph Journal. These feature VCSJ, the Business
Community Anti-Poverty Initiative and other crossorganizational efforts to build community and reduce
poverty.

Hamilton Roundtable for Poverty
Reduction ripple – Re-use and Recycle
Before joining the staff of Vibrant Communities
Canada, Liz Weaver was the Director of the
Hamilton Roundtable for Poverty Reduction.
Says Liz: “Vibrant Communities work differs
from other poverty reduction initiatives in that
it brings new and different people to the table.
Storytelling helps people fit into the dialogue on
poverty reduction and allows them to see the
valuable contribution they bring. Crafting a story
helps give shape and direction to the work at
hand and helps instill a sense of shared purpose
and progress.”

Pick the Clearest Voices
VCSJ was involved in developing a ‘community story’
around the provincial poverty reduction strategy, and
has suggestions for how to tell this type of story for
deeper impact:

When VC profiled the Roundtable’s work in its
stories, Liz established a dissemination pathway
that made continuous use of the material. This
included making website postings, Twitter
references, blogging about the work on the
Hamilton Spectator website, sending the story
directly to partners and individuals that were
profiled, as well as circulating it to people she
wanted to get more involved in the Roundtable’s
work. One-on-one conversations (telephone or at
meetings) were also opportunities to share hard
copies or acquaint people with the work. These
stories were tools for community recognition,
leadership recruitment and documenting results.

• Involve opposition politicians in telling stories
about initiatives that are generated by a party in
power (governments change; good policies don’t
have to get lost in the transition if all parties buy
into them)
• If the process of telling the story is the story (e.g.,
you are trying to get people to agree on a narrative),
consider using a group storytelling mechanism. This
might take the form of a story crafting meeting or
online group writing and editing tool.
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•
Questions to Consider
• Is your story writing process – e.g., getting partners
together to collaborate in person or online to create
a narrative – the most important product of the
effort? If yes, how can you use the eventual story to
re-visit or build on the experience?
• A story is a moment in time. How can you re-use,
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recycle or re-format that story – e.g., in other media
or in other reports – to extend its life?
• When was the last time your organization or group
successfully enlisted the media’s help to tell your
story?
• How can that success be replicated on a more
regular basis?

S

ince 1999, the Quality of Life
CHALLENGE, a strategic
initiative of the Community
Social Planning Council and the Vibrant Communities convenor for BC
Capital Region, has charted ‘a bold
new way.’ It encouraged all residents
to look for opportunities to improve
the quality of life for every citizen,
particularly those disadvantaged by
poverty.   The CHALLENGE nurtured a network of relationships as a
means of building the community’s
capacity to self-organize around issues that threatened its quality of
life.

Story 10
5,000 Stories

During the first years, awards were
presented at the CHALLENGE’s
community celebration or during inhouse events hosted by the organization that was profiled.

Why stories?
BC’s Capital Region, 2002 to 2006

The CHALLENGE rooted its work
in research, and its members recognized the importance of blending
data with personal stories. In 2003,
the organization published Making Room: the human face
of housing affordability in BC’s Capital Region9, a report that
featured the stories of people in the community. For
the first time, a housing report was given rave reviews
for making housing statistics both personal and understandable.
Intentionally designed to operate within a five-year
lifespan (2002-06), the CHALLENGE’s first phase
focused on three key issues: housing, sustainable incomes
and community connections (storytelling about groups
whose activities were improving the community’s quality
of life).
The CHALLENGE hoped that groups would write
their own stories, but quickly saw that time and writing
expertise were stumbling blocks. The CHALLENGE
devoted some non-directed resources to the task, setting a goal of collecting 5,000 stories.
Every year, 12 community leaders were chosen to review the 20 to 25 most powerful stories submitted over
the previous 12 months. Submissions were weighed
against the CHALLENGE’s principles and three were
ultimately chosen for a Quality of Life (QOL) award.

People in BC’s Capital Region believed it was really important to
build “the spirit of the community.”
Stories were developed to highlight
the wonderful work people were
already doing. Residents needed to
know how well their community was
already working in order to be inspired to adopt similar practices for
their own groups and further build
the community’s assets.

Why groups?
Lots of individual award programs existed in BC’s Capital Region. The CHALLENGE wanted to emphasize
what a group could do – a school council, small business, neighbours, a service club. When people are recognized, many things happen: They’re given the chance
to re-tell their story, they’re encouraged in their efforts,
and they receive the affirmation they need to continue
their efforts – particularly if they are working in small,
struggling organizations.

Who were the writers?
QOL got creative: They invited people from the University of Victoria who were studying journalism, communications and creative writing to help. Students in
School of Social Work practicum placements and others
doing course placement work wrote pieces. Sometimes
volunteers with writing experience stepped forward.
They would be given a list of stories to check out or
invited to find one of their own. CHALLENGE staff
combed agency newsletters for any detail that could be
expanded into a story.
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What did they write?

Question to Consider

Stories were kept to one or two pages and always included
a quote from the people directly affected by the work.
Writers were given guidelines for their work to ensure
that the stories had a similar look and feel.

• What groups exist in your community that you could
draw upon to help your write your stories?
Ripple 1:
Impact of the story on the individual subject of
the story

What lessons were learned?
• Stories took a lot longer to collect than originally thought.
Researching, writing, getting clearances and verifying
details is time-consuming.
• Stories were used in lots of different ways. Organizations
that benefited the most were those with more than
one internal person involved in telling and gathering
the story. Many were used as a promotion piece for
the organization – for example, they might be feature
in a group’s newsletter. Most of these stories weren’t
really for the broader community, as QOL intended
– they became more of a self-reflection experience.
• The group of people who participated in the selection had lifechanging experiences. Some weren’t strongly involved
in community at the time – e.g., the business people
asked to judge the submissions were learning and
being inspired by what groups were doing. They
didn’t realize that all of this work was occurring.
• Though understood to be worthwhile ends in themselves, there
was no way to find out if the stories were contributing to the
goal of achieving poverty reduction.
• If QOL had had more money, they could have done a lot more
with the series. Many times, they were carrying out the work
on the side of their desks (i.e,. as an extra duty, when they
found a few minutes of spare time).

In order to engage businesses, stories were gathered and
then regularly shared via the Employer CHALLENGE,
an e-newsletter sent to hundreds of local businesses.
Some business owners had not thought of themselves
as doing anything special to help the quality of life of
their employees until their story was held up for others
to read. Not only did their business get some positive
free advertising, but the business leader’s improved
self-image often led them to greater heights of social
responsibility.
Ripple 2:
Impact of the story on the individual subject of
the story
In 2003, Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays
(PFLAG) was a small, little-known organization in
Victoria. Their story was gathered as one of the
Community Connections stories and they were chosen to
receive a Quality of Life Award because they exemplified
the principles of inclusion, action, cooperation and
understanding. At the 2003 Community Celebration,
PFLAG members use drama to tell their own story to
the large assembled audience. Members later admitted
that winning the award was a turning point. The public
storytelling took courage, gave them more confidence
and helped educate the public about the issue of
homophobia.
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T

he Hamilton Spectator newspaper made an editorial decision in 2005 to devote resources, space and staff volunteer
time to the problems of poverty.
As with the CHALLENGE stories, its unabated focus on poverty
undoubtedly has helped shape and
shift public opinion. In the fall of
2010, 80 percent of Hamilton residents reported that spending on
poverty reduction was the most important expenditure the city could
make10 – even ahead of helping to
build a new stadium for the Tiger
Cats (part of a PanAm and Parapan
Games 2015 hosting bid).

Story 11

A Key Media Partner
Hamilton, ON, 2005 to present

margins, but its impact on our social
fabric, social programs and health
has reached a critical point. Every
province and territory in Canada
(with the exception of BC, Alberta
and Saskatchewan) has established,
or is in the process of establishing,
a poverty reduction and social inclusion plan.

Current Canadian disconnect: There
are both too few and too many people
in Canada whose lived reality is
poverty.

The first ever editorial The Spectator
produced on the subject of poverty
on October 29, 2005 was a moving
first-hand account of a boyhood friendship between
the paper’s (then) Editor-in-Chief, Dana Robbins, and
a recently-deceased man named Wayne. It described the
realities of Wayne’s childhood – a born leader with torn
jeans, always hungry and scrounging food – and led the
reader to the certain conclusion that Hamilton’s poverty
problem belong to the entire community.
In a speech to Vibrant Communities members in 2010,
Dana reflected on the paper’s decision to launch its
Poverty Project. Citing community forces – municipal
government, Hamilton Community Foundation and
others – that swept The Spectator along with the tide of
anti-poverty activism, he reflected on the paper’s 160year history of social responsibility and the paper’s
“own unique, working-class, community-centric, activist
ethic.”
Dana’s conversations with his own children had pointed
out a current poverty disconnect: There are both too
few and too many people in Canada whose lived reality
is poverty. Parents of the Baby-boom generation regaled
their children with stories of The Depression and widespread poverty. Today, poverty appears to occur at the

Dana’s compassion and leadership
have inspired other newspapers in
Canada to establish ‘poverty beats,’
but, says Dana: “If we’re going to make real inroads
in poverty reduction, we need empathy, not sympathy.
Empathy is what prompts action and change. After a
lifetime in media, I can assure you that the stories that
most resonate with readers are those with which readers
can make a personal connection, ones in which they can
see some part of their own life reflected. An ‘empathetic’ community is a powerful tool in poverty reduction,
and an obvious point of engagement for media.”
Spectator reporter Steve Buist researched and wrote another series called “Code Red” between 2007 to 2010,
trying to find the links between health and income in
Hamilton. Its most dramatic conclusion – that people in
Hamilton’s wealthier neighbourhoods live, on average,
21 years longer than those in its poorest – has continued
to focus the poverty conversation in Hamilton.
On March 22, 2011, Steve Buist was awarded the inaugural Canadian Hillman Prize for his work on Code
Red. Originated by the US-based Hillman Foundation,
the award recognizes outstanding journalism.
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Questions to Consider

Ripple:
A similar splash in BC, Shaw Cable
Shaw, a major business partner in the Quality of Life
CHALLENGE, shared common goals and vision for
a strong community. The CHALLENGE worked with
Shaw to provide contacts and information about some
of its outstanding Community Connections stories. Shaw
then turned these stories into one- to three-minute video
vignettes which they televised on weekly loops, catching
the eye and heart of many viewers. Shaw also gave a
copy of the video story to each group, enabling free use
of a high-quality promotional tool. Getting these video
stories out made a difference. For example, footage
about the Victoria Cool Aid Society’s dental clinic for
homeless people led to increased donations of money,
supplies and financial and professional time.
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• What potential media partners exist in your
community that can help you get your stories out
to a wider audience?
• Is there a community appetite for empathy that
media could encourage?

L

aunched in October 2008,
Around the Block is a community newspaper written by
and for residents of five high priority neighbourhoods in Saint John
(parts of Saint John where residents,
VCSJ and other community groups
are working to create opportunities
for people living in poverty).

Story 12

Using Print to Build Skills and
Relationships

Saint John, NB, 2008 to present

In the two years since its first issue
was published, the paper has increased in size from eight to 16 pages; circulation has gone from 6,000
to 9,000 copies. In a time when many
broadsheet newspapers are cutting
hard copy production and laying off
staff, Around the Block is proving that
community papers fill a particular
information niche. They have a positive tone, their content is interesting
to residents, and there is always a chance of seeing family and friends in happy settings.
Around the Block11 is web-published to the Vibrant Communities Saint John, School District 8 and Human Development Council Saint John websites. Paper copies
are available free of charge. Some 2,000 are distributed
to community stores, hospital, university and seniors’
homes. The remaining 6,000 copies are hand delivered,
primarily in the five priority neighbourhoods.
Staff at a provincially funded Community Access Centre acted as mentors during preparations for Around the
Block’s inaugural issue in October 2008. Since then, local
partners including access centre and Human Development Council employees have provided suggestions for
layout and design.
Editor, writer, layout specialist and ad executive Juanita
Black was hired by Vibrant Communities Saint John
(VCSJ) as the paper’s coordinator. Combining her newspaper duties with part-time work as a taxi dispatcher,
Juanita takes great pride in the increasing number of

people whose lives are touched by
writing for and reading Around the
Block. So many people have come
forward with news to share that she
has had to cut back the number of
words submitted from 400 to 125.
In the December 2010 issue, there
were 60 articles – 31 written by
residents, 20 by community partners and the remaining nine by the
three-person editing team. All 50
pictures were taken by resident photographers, thanks to photography
training provided by local college instructors in the paper’s first year of
operation.

Five of the paper’s 12 pages focus
on Saint John’s five priority neighbourhoods. Two pages focus on the
interests of youth. The remaining pages include a cover
and general interest sections.
Seeing one’s written or photographic submission in
print is its own reward; Juanita has witnessed the flicker
of pride and joy in people’s faces, many times over.
As the paper’s staff and contributors get used to the
process of translating their concerns and interests into
print, they begin to notice other opportunities to engage
people in community-wide issues (like voting and housing). Planning the paper themes 12 months in advance
allows time for community partners to consider sponsorship and article contributions.
August 2010’s issue was devoted to covering the provincial election and drew financial sponsorship from
Elections New Brunswick. With the goal of increasing
voter turnout, the paper coordinated barbecues in the
five core neighbourhoods and provided child care and
transportation to voting stations. Juanita used her taxi
dispatcher skills to coordinate these trips. Further funds
were donated by local communities, churches and VCSJ.
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S

ince 2005, the Caledon Institute of Social Policy has
chronicled local and national
Vibrant Communities initiatives.
However, Caledon’s first ‘community story’ was written in 1997
by Lance Evoy, now Director of
Concordia University’s Institute for
Community Development. It described work under way at the Montréal Community Loan Association
(MCLA). The series was established
because Caledon’s Ken Battle and
Sherri Torjman recognized the importance and power of allowing
people the chance to tell their stories
in their own words.

Story 13

Deliberate Storytelling

Ottawa, ON, 1997 to present

Today, most of Caledon’s community stories are written collaboratively by community representatives
working with a Caledon writer, but the series’ intent – to
highlight inspiring work – remains unchanged.

The process

a) A story outline is developed, generally following the
path of:

b) Key people to be interviewed are
identified – including those directly
affected by the problem and its
solutions.
CAUTION: Beware taking a
personal story about an individual
living in poverty to the media.
Think through the implications
of wide media coverage on that
individual and/or their children.

c) Interviewers first confirm who
will write and who will edit. If the
subjects choose to write, they agree
that the publishing agency reserves
the right to edit the piece to their inhouse standard. If the subjects prefer
to be interviewed, they are reassured
that they will have the opportunity
to review and suggest changes to the
piece before it is published. Knowing that they will be
able to vet the written material allows people to relax.
They can tell a more complete story, knowing that any
“off the record” remarks stay off the record. Caledon
never publishes stories that have not passed this type of
review. Trust is paramount in building the relationship
between writer and interviewee.

• Community background, statistics, problem
description
• “the spark that lit the fuse” – a description of the
lead agency, its interest, involvement, early activities
• Early projects, outcomes description
• Progress report, as appropriate – e.g., devolution of
responsibility and effort from a central agency to a
grassroots agency or group
• Future areas for development of initiatives,
leadership, sustainability
• Lessons learned by the lead agency and community
interviewees
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An Alternative Outline
As an alternative, the “Story Spine”12 outline –
originally created by playwright Ken Addams –
would suggest you lead readers through:
Once upon a time... (PLATFORM)
Everyday...
But one day... (CATALYST)
Because of that... (repeat three times or as often as
necessary) (CONSEQUENCES)
Until finally... (CLIMAX)
Ever since then... (RESOLUTION)
And the moral of the story is... (optional)

d) Crafting the story – background documents and
interviews form the basis of the story drafts. Preliminary
versions are circulated to interviewees, editing is done as
required.
e) Layout and dissemination (including photographs,
logo inclusion, as appropriate) are completed, internal
Caledon editing is done. Final version is posted to
appropriate websites and advertised through e-mail
lists and subsequent website links are established with
partner/interviewee organizations.

Threading stories with data and key messages
Storytellers need to be able to speak both to the
practical and emotional sides of a story. In order to
build the case for action, community organizers must
base their work on credible research, using Census data,
university research studies, government reports and
other economic data that provides a clear picture of the
needs in their communities. Stories must refer to the
data but not lose the narrative thread. The use of charts,
graphs and sidebars (short narrative pieces that support
the main story but fall outside of the main telling) are
powerful ways to package data-rich elements.
Making the argument that investing in poverty today
avoids social and economic costs tomorrow underpins
all of the writing Caledon has done on behalf of Vibrant
Communities. Similarly, when an organization agrees to
be profiled in a story, its assumptions and key messages
need to be clearly identified in order to build a case that
substantiates their position.
Caledon’s community stories are seen as both an
extension of, and a resource for, the high-quality research
and policy development that have defined Caledon since
its formation in 1992. Being profiled by the Institute
is considered an affirmation of work done well and an
opportunity to involve partners in reviewing progress
towards goals.

Ripple:
Impact on Caledon
For the Caledon Institute, the community stories series
has been both a resource from which to draw real-life
examples that illuminate the Institute’s substantive policy papers, and a way to recognize community efforts to
work with existing social policies – both good and bad.
For example, community efforts in Calgary to influence
provincial government decisions concerning benefits to
the severely disabled helped enrich Caledon’s work to
reform disabilities programs. Caledon’s work to assist
the New Brunswick government in its efforts to redesign its income security programs led to a community
story about the province’s poverty reduction and social
inclusion plan.
Ripple:
Impact on Tamarack
For the Tamarack Institute, Caledon’s role as a Vibrant
Communities partner means that its VC-related stories
share a wider dissemination platform (a function also
fulfilled by the third VC partner, the J.W. McConnell
Family Foundation). It also lends a certain distance to
the telling of Tamarack-related initiatives, which builds
in a one-step-removed observation and credibility factor.
In 2010, Tamarack hosted two important directionsetting meetings for VC’s next ten years. The first,
held in March, assembled local VC convenors from
across Canada and reviewed the results of an extensive
program evaluation. Its ultimate statement – that
Vibrant Communities is a strong platform from which
to launch a larger poverty reduction campaign – helped
inform the second meeting. Held in Toronto in May
2010, this invitation-only event underlined the value of
comprehensive community initiatives and the necessity
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of developing a leadership team capable to growing VC
into a much larger movement for change. Both events
were captured in Caledon community stories; the second
was revised and re-released in The Philanthropist – an
online journal for community practitioners.
The stories also provided a significant evaluative resource
for Tamarack. A number were featured in the Creating
Vibrant Communities book, referenced in Evaluating
Vibrant Communities (stage two of the initiative’s summary evaluation), and – as a group – continue to serve as a
basis for Tamarack to tell its own Vibrant Communities
story.
Tamarack also made use of “Most Significant Change”13
stories – a process developed by UK researchers looking
for a richer way to capture connections and patterns
within individuals, their communities and larger systems.
The approach tries to answer the central questions of
who did what, when and why – and why the event was
seen as important.

Ripple:
Hamilton Roundtable for Poverty Reduction
(HRPR)
The leadership at the Hamilton Roundtable for Poverty
Reduction was always ready to suggest initiatives to
be profiled by Vibrant Communities. Stories gave an
opportunity to profile and publicize the work done
by partners. Every story was also an opportunity to
involve more voices and build a stronger collaborative.
The process of telling a story provided reflection and
discussion experiences that both strengthened the
partnership and engaged people differently in the work.
Says former HRPR Director, now Vibrant Communities Director Liz Weaver: “Getting multiple voices represented is a critical part of building community. Any
activity that builds relationships should be vigorously
pursued.”
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VISUAL MEDIA
The Eyes Have It
Photographs of people who have lived through hardship
allow us the chance to study and reflect on a subject’s
humanity. Many cultures teach their children not to stare
at someone who appears different, including people in
straitened circumstances. Visual media frees us to really
look at one another and to develop the empathy we need
to move to action.

Posters
The Hamilton Roundtable for Poverty Reduction14 displayed poverty reduction posters at community events.
The combination of photographs and short pieces of
text helped people to visualize and situate the work under way in their city. The posters also helped the Round-

Drama, pictures, posters and video clips
are all ways to vary the telling of a story.

table communicate the scope of community impact,
partner engagement and real progress that was being
made across Hamilton.

Drama and games
The CHALLENGE in BC’s Capital Region made frequent use of skits in its community celebrations. Its
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Community Action Team (CAT) also developed a poverty simulation game which allowed players to experience the kinds of choices faced by people on low income (Will I eat today or heat the apartment?).
CAT members met monthly and shared confidential
stories about how they faced and worked to overcome
the struggles of living on low income. Their experiences
were woven into composite stories which became the
basic ingredient of The Poverty Experience – a carefully
crafted methodolology of sharing real life personal
stories about poverty.
The Poverty Experience was used at business leaders’
breakfasts, around boardroom tables, and with students,
government professionals, faith groups and many others
that wanted to learn more about the realities of poverty.
Each player was profoundly impact by the game. There
is evidence that The Poverty Experience changed decisions

and actions taken by boards, government workers
and community leaders. CAT members who directed
sessions of The Poverty Experience, reported that the
experience of being in charge of a group increased their
self-confidence. It was often the first time in a long time
that any of them had been seen as a person in authority,
not just as someone on social assistance.

Multiple media
The Hamilton Spectator’s Poverty Project coverage included
photos, video stories and taped interviews. All of these
added texture and colour to people’s understanding
of the realities of poverty. Similarly, Shaw Cable in
Victoria, BC’s partnership with the CHALLENGE,
allowed a continuous exchange of story materials, ideas
and contacts over the CHALLENGE’s six-year run.
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SOCIAL MEDIA
A Powerful New Tool

V

ibrant Communities Calgary
(VCC) got its start as a
United Way sub-committee
(the Poverty Reduction Coalition)
in 2002. Rebranding itself as VCC
in 2004, the organization today sees
itself as both a lobbying organization
and a safe place in which to explore
poverty reduction ideas.

Story 14

Safe Places to Talk
Calgary, AB, January 2010
to the present

In a city known for its pro-business
attitude, VCC and others have also
helped shape public policies that
now include a municipal Green Procurement Policy and a Triple Bottom
Line Policy (reflecting economic,
social and environmental consid-

erations), a Sustainable Ethical and
Environmental Purchasing Policy,
a Fair Calgary lens to ensure access
to city services, and a Low-Income
Transit Pass (LITP). In April 2009,
the City Council wrestled (unsuccessfully, ultimately) with motions to
embed Living Wage provisions into
municipal pay structures and contracting policies.
Beginning in January 2010, VCC
decided to use social media tools
to help carry the poverty reduction
conversation to a younger and (they
hoped) wider audience. Combining
Facebook, Tumblr (a blog area
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for longer posts), YouTube, Twitter feeds and regular
e-mailings, VCC in the last 12 months has:
• Engaged residents in pre-municipal election poverty
reduction issues awareness and encouraged people
to vote (in 2004, only 20 percent of Calgarians
voted; unconfirmed figures for 2007 range from 20
to 35 percent). Turnout in 2010 was estimated at 50
percent.
• Hosted a sold-out, uniquely-designed pre-election
Mayoral debate in which front-running candidates
submitted poverty-related questions they would like
to discuss with specifically-chosen rivals.
• Raised awareness of the living wage and minimum
wage issues, including the co-hosting of an event
where Senator Hugh Segal presented the merits of
establishing a Guaranteed Annual Income for all
Canadians.
• Helped build support for a province-wide poverty
reduction plan by building relationships among the
15-member Standing Committee on the Economy.
Part of this work included summarizing plans
and progress from other provincial strategies. A
unanimous Standing Committee on the Economy
decision in September to support in principle a
province-wide poverty reduction strategy has helped
build momentum toward the development of a plan.
• Used its media contacts to help correct a computer
glitch that was delaying payments of Learners’
Benefits. Young mothers were going without funds
for basic needs and tuition as school got under way
in September; the situation was corrected within 18
hours.
• Influenced a November City Council decision to
reverse direction on a planned increase to the LITP.
Instead of raising the price from $41.50 to $45 as
planned, pass prices for 2011 were set at $40.
Beginning with zero social media connections in January
2010, VCC achieved its goal of recording 10,000
meaningful social engagements on the internet by
December 31, 2010.

V

ibrant Communities Calgary’s Mike
Williams’ Take on Writing for the Internet

Mike Williams helped shape Vibrant Communities Calgary’s approach to social media. He has eight important
lessons to share about crafting memorable messages:

1. E
 dit your message to the essentials: crystallize
and be succinct
• What are the facts?
• What is the simplest language?
• Could it be misunderstood?

2. Use the appropriate outlets
• Think about where and how you are giving your
message.
• You can say the same things others are saying but
shorter, or in video – i.e., make it easier for the
audience to choose to look at what you’re saying
over others.

3. Cut out clutter
• Remove anything that doesn’t have to do with your
argument or proving you are right.
• Remove fancy wording and phrases.
• Stick to your one main point.

4. L
 ook for danger or shape the message so that
it conveys some sort of urgency
• We are hardwired to look for danger and problems.
This is how media thrives.
• Turn message into a warning or a problem and
emphasize danger: e.g., health issues and death rates
linked to poverty.

5. Use Keywords
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• Use words and phrases that will interest people who
are just skimming the material.

6. Chunk existing text for consumption and use
on social media

local situation (i.e., create a relationship between the
report and yourself).

Reverse your ideas – go from thinking about writing
libraries of learned articles to being a book reviewer!
Social media says that if you tell people what you
like, you’re telling them about yourself and what you
consider important, fun or whatever it is you’re trying
communicate. Your interests are YOU.

8. Learn about writing for the internet

Don’t look to shorten other people’s text for
consumption on your social media sites. Instead, look
for succinct content or summary items – e.g., reports or
journal articles.
A big concern in social media is allowing your followers
to consume other peoples’ material. You don’t always
want to be pushing your own organization’s research,
ideas and programs – doing this is considered selfish
and gets people annoyed. You build content by using
links to other people’s content for promoting their ideas
(this should be done in support of your overall theme
and focus). You can build up a pretty good network by
doing this.
If you are looking to shorten anyone’s text, the most
legitimate and focused way to do so is by giving you own
narrative through blog postings, keeping the previous
points about writing for the internet. That way, you can
draw upon others ideas and words while also giving your
own outlook on the situation.

7. Use social media tools to get ideas ‘out there’:
Step 1: See an important report, write a Twitter feed,
include the link to the report summary, which will lead
the interested reader to the full report.
Step 2: Identify what you consider the key themes, then
write and post a blog that connects those facts to the

Learn how to navigate Google. As silly as that sounds,
you can learn many things about communications by
researching social media guru blogs, watching conference
videos online and just play – go fact hunting! Type key
words into Google will help them find an abundance
of help for anything to do with social media and web
writing.
Titles are important. If someone is using a search engine,
it’s going to pull from the title of the post first (with
content a somewhat distant second). A novel title
introduces the varied content and potentially expands
readership.
Link relevant content to each post, whether it be audio
(podcasts), images (flickr and creative commons), video
(youtube, TED), or written (existing policy work). It’s
all about creating vibrant information or, better, vibrant
knowledge. This takes a little extra time but it will
capture your audience and make important connections
between related pieces.
If you’re blogging… Your first posting should answer
some important questions. Why do you think blogging
is important? What are you hoping to achieve with the
blog? This is your chance to explain who you are and
what you care about.
It might be worth considering less of a “business”
tone in the subsequent posts. This is not to say that the
writing shouldn’t be professional – it should. But you
want to try and convey an openness to connect with the
reader.
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Questions to Consider

Ripple:
The CHALLENGE’s take on social media/
social marketing
What is your definition of social media? A way to
broadcast your connections and activities with a wider
community? Social media provides additional media
vehicles to create new social markets.
The CHALLENGE defined everything it did as social
marketing – it sought to change people’s behaviour in
order to improve the quality of life for every citizen
in BC’s capital region. This included reaching business
owners to encourage better human resources practices.15
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• Communications is about defining and reaching
a target audience. Social media is most readily
adopted by a younger audience. Are more
youthful members of society a demographic that
you want to reach?
• What plans do you have to integrate social media
with your current communications strategy?
• What budget and personnel considerations need
adjustment to make this work successful?
• How will you judge your social media success?
The number of website hits, times your materials
are re-Tweeted, the number of investments you
attract?

FINAL POINTS
Imagine the possibilities
When Da Vinci painted his Mona Lisa, he had an end in
mind. Others interpreted and used his work to suit their
own purposes. Individual VC stories were created to
make complex ideas more accessible to a wider audience.
At the local level, they have helped establish and
strengthen partnerships. They have stimulated discussion and learning. Stories have convinced funders to
support and grow local initiatives. Some have helped
win recognition and awards for community work.
Nationally, the VC storybook Creating Vibrant Communities16
has traced the origins and developing of a growing

multi-sectoral movement to reduce poverty. Published
in 2008, the book reflects on progress made and points
to areas of future activity.
In the next decade, Vibrant Communities hopes to continue building local poverty reduction activity into a national canvas of collaborative community revitalization.
From tiny acorns, mighty oaks grow. Begin with a story;
imagine your own possibilities.

But… be realistic about declaring stories ‘dead’
Once upon a time, an individual insisted on receiving
credit for a technological innovation that was highlighted
in a community story. They threatened legal action if
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the credit was not forthcoming – despite the fact that
they had not patented or protected the idea in any way.
The story was never published.

setback will help build resilience and the capacity to
undertake new efforts.
Questions to Consider

Sometimes a story that doesn’t ‘work’ has other lessons
to teach. Two stories written about VC initiatives in
Saint-Michel, Québec helped surface linguistic and
cultural differences between the writer and the people
working on the ground. As with the Punjabi women in
Abbotsford, context and experience can result in serious
differences in understanding. In the case of the SaintMichel stories, part of the problem had to do with a
staffing transition – one bilingual VC coach was leaving
and another arriving – and the story difficulties helped
identify critical differences in understanding.

• For whom is this story being written?
• Why is the story being written, and why now?
• Is it possible that this story may create even greater
levels of conflict? If so, is it necessary to write it?
• If you experience a negative reaction from an
interviewee, back up and start again. Chances are
there’s an important element you’ve missed – so
find it and keep going. Be the first to apologize for
any miscommunication.
• Is it necessary to have ‘one right answer’ or are
several possible?
• Have you spoken to enough people to have heard
divergence and convergence?
• Is it possible to have a clear storyline – and, if not,
where are the gaps and blocks?

Good lessons from sad stories
Sometimes, an initiative ends badly. Partners have
fallings out, the leadership team implodes or a muchanticipated result fails to materialize. How do you tell
the hard-to-tell stories that often contain rich lessons?
How do you write the story and preserve the reputations
of the people involved?
Guidelines for writing stories about challenges or
setbacks:
• Time – if people are unwilling to talk about a story,
chances are that not enough time has passed to allow
tempers to cool, sober second thoughts to occur or
learning to mature. Wait.
• Achieving consensus – talking to people one-onone, off the record and offering them the chance
to vet successive drafts are vital success ingredients.
• Don’t expect agreement – even after long stretches
of time, conflicting viewpoints are often a reality.
• If history is written by the ‘victor,’ are you sure
you’re talking to enough people to gain a balanced
perspective on events and outcomes? Whose voice
is missing – business, government, people with lived
experience, service providers?
• Use challenges or setbacks as learning opportunities.
What initiated the challenge, who responded and
what change resulted? Many innovative efforts fail;
capturing the significant learning of a challenge or

See storytelling for the art and science that it is
Author Steve Denning reveals and debunks several
myths about storytelling. One myth is that storytellers
are born, not made. He outlines eight narrative patterns
– from sparking action to leading people into the future.
Stephen’s thought-provoking book, The Leader’s Guide
to Storytelling17, as well as his essays and workshops,
continue to explore the role of storytelling in the age
of social media.
Part of what makes social media so attractive is the
participatory element – people can add a story thread
and watch it weave into a larger storytelling experience.
It takes lots of work and skill. A story built from the
combined realities of online contributors will be very
different from a story produced by a traditional media
source.
Information overload has had an impact on story
length. We have less time to read, let alone contemplate.
Capturing the essence of something in 140 characters
or less may not suit your style or story, but many new
possibilities exist for shaping information.
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Consider www.dogoodtoday.ca. This Saint John-based
organization profiles eight charities that help reduce
poverty for children. Visitors can click through to donate
$5 via Paypal or volunteer their time to community
projects. This type of social marketing is reaching young
adults and providing them the practical information
they need to contribute to their community’s wellbeing.

As Mike Williams from Vibrant Calgary urges: Get out
there and play! Read, write, use audio and videotape.
Find the medium that works best for you, your
organization and your particular message. Learn new
ways of packaging your stories for maximum impact.
Engage unusual suspects in your story writing and use
unusual methods for telling the story. Remember that a
personal story may win more partners than an annual
report!

“Anyone who has a new idea and wants to
change the world will do better by telling stories
than by any amount of logical exhortation.”
Denning 2005
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Endnotes
1. T
 hanks to Liz Weaver for this quote from Robert Fulford’s 1995 book, The Triumph of Narrative: Storytelling
in the Age of Mass Culture, which she references in her 2005 thesis: “Storytelling and the Voluntary Sector
in Canada.”
2. Gamble, J. (2010). Evaluating Vibrant Communities. Waterloo: Tamarack - An Institute for Community
Engagement: http://tamarackcommunity.ca/downloads/vc/VC_Evaluation.pdf
3. Born, P. (2008). Community Conversations. Waterloo: Tamarack - An Institute for Community Engagement:
http://tamarackcommunity.ca/g3_books1.html
4. Social Inclusion and Poverty Reduction Plan: http://www2.gnb.ca/content/gnb/en/departments/esic.html
Overcoming Poverty Together: The New Brunswick Econonomic and Social Inclusion Plan:
http://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/Departments/esic/pdf/Plan-e.pdf
5. Makhoul, A. (2010). New Brunswick’s Business Leaders Talk about Poverty Reduction. Ottawa: Caledon Institute
of Social Policy, May.
6. Breaking the Poverty Cycle in Saint John: http://www.bcapi.ca/documents-reports/Breaking%20the%20
Poverty%20Cycle%20in%20Saint%20John,%20Telegraph%20Journal,%20November%202010.pdf
7. Selina’s note and video: http://www.youtube.com/vibrantyyc#p/u/3/t0C3S92ftug
8. Hamilton Social Inclusion paper, by Caledon: Torjman, S. and A. Makhoul. (forthcoming). A Social
Inclusion Vision for the City of Hamilton. Ottawa: Caledon Institute of Social Policy.
9. CHALLENGE’s Making Room: the human face of housing affordability in BC’s Capital Region:
http://www.qolchallenge.ca/pdf/MakingRoom.pdf
10. The Spectator’s article: http://www.thespec.com/news/local/article/268150--voters-target-city-povertynot-stadium
11. Around the Block: Most recent issue: http://www.sjhdc.ca/pdf/ATB-15-web.pdf
Around the Block: Lists of all issues: http://www.sjhdc.ca/products/publications.html
12. “Story Spine”: http://pbwa.tribe.net/thread/33f1a373-f19d-4776-a42c-b187d40d84b0
13. “Most Significant Change” stories: http://www.mande.co.uk/docs/MSCGuide.pdf
14. The Hamilton Roundtable for Poverty Reduction: http://www.hamiltonpoverty.ca
15. CHALLENGE HR Options for Employers booklet:
http://www.qolchallenge.ca/pdf/HROptions200606.pdf
16. Born, P. (2010). Creating Vibrant Communities: http://tamarackcommunity.ca/g3_books2.html
17. Stephen Denning’s spring 2011 book – The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling:
http://stevedenning.typepad.com/
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