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#4 Bringing stories to life 
and working through 
creative block



Story questions

• Who are you? What work are you doing to influence 
narratives? (Or what work are you doing generally?)

• What conversation about your local environment or rivers 
do you think needs more attention? (this can be a question 
or an issue that needs a solution)

• Who do you want to be in on that conversation?



What we’ll cover this session

1. Why stories matter
2. How emotions drive behaviour
3. Simple story structure
4. What makes a 'news' story
5. Tips for overcoming blocks



1. Why stories matter



What are stories?

Stories are…

…the explanations we tell ourselves and others about 
WHAT happened, HOW it happened, WHY it happened and 
what it means.



What are stories?

Our understanding of the world is shaped through stories

Both personal stories and public narratives

These narratives don’t just track social change, they create 
change



Why stories matter
Think back on great 
victories in social 
change. What do you 
remember?

Most likely a symbolic 
moment or story.

E.g. Montgomery bus 
boycott.



Why stories matter

“The soil is more important than the seeds”
Ricardo Levins Morales
https://vimeo.com/250194626



Public narratives

Public narratives are the collective (or shared) stories we tell 
about ourselves as a society, country or community.

They help us interpret what is true, and they also express our 
worldview.

Importantly, they combine facts and emotional appeals.



2. How emotions drive behaviour



Emotions & Reason
• Moral psychologist Jonathan Haidt:

• Emotional intuition first, strategic 
reasoning second.

• “The reasoning process is more like a 
lawyer defending a client than a judge or 
scientist seeking truth.”

Source: Haidt, 2001. ‘The emotional dog and its rational tail: a social 
intuitionist approach to moral judgment.’ Psychol Rev. 2001 Oct;108(4):814-
34.



Emotions & Reason



Why focus on emotion?

• We over-emphasise rationality.

• Emotion & motivation same Latin route, 
movere, to move.

• Haidt: “If you want to change people’s 
minds, you’ve got to talk to their 
elephants.”



3. Simple story structure



Super simple story structure for 
political change

• Emotion to care
• Rational problem
• Moral choice?
• Rational solution
• Emotion to act



4. What makes a 'news' story



What makes the news

• Timeliness - It’s called news for a reason.
• Proximity - The further from the audience the incident takes 

place, the more dramatic it needs to be.
• Conflicts and controversies are interesting, because they 

allow us to consider different points of view.
• Human Interest - People are endlessly interested in other 

people.
• Relevance - People are interested in information that helps 

them make good decisions.



Questions editors ask themselves

• Newness: How is this different?
• Impact: Why should readers care?
• Timeliness: Why now, not later?
• Authority: Why you? (Expertise or personal experience)



5. Creative process and overcoming 
blocks





the joyous explosion of ideas



the painful crunch of limitations
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Creative blocks

• Many creative blocks are formed because we 'evaluate' 
too early

• Getting started means turning off your inner critic
• Need to separate the positive, generative phase from the 

analytical phase
• At the beginning, aim for quantity over quality



Tips for overcome creative 
blocks
• 'Write hot, edit cold' (separate the processes)
• Permission to do it badly
• In collaborations, no evaluation when ideas are first 

presented. Everyone has to say 'yes...and'
• Set a short time limit (10 mins) and get started, no 

judgement
• Write your idea now and research AFTERWARDS
• If you're stumped, go for a walk and let your subconscious 

work on it



Discussion
How would you apply any of these tips?



Summary – getting to the emotional 
core of your story



Super simple story structure for 
political change

• Emotion to care
• Rational problem
• Moral choice?
• Rational solution
• Emotion to act



Getting to the core of your story

• Unpack the injustice (what’s the emotional core of the 
problem)

• How would the world look different if the problem were 
solved?

• Why hasn’t the problem been solved?
• What would it take to solve the problem?



Exercise: who are your people?

Who are you and how do you relate to this issue?
Tell a story about the issue you care about with this in 

mind (2 min each)



Thanks for coming!


