


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. 

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 poli-
cy 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 rede-
sign its income security programs led to a community 
story about the province’s poverty reduction and social 
inclusion plan.

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 direction-
setting 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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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 Communi-
ties Director Liz Weaver: “Getting multiple voices rep-
resented is a critical part of  building community. Any 
activity that builds relationships should be vigorously 
pursued.”

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 summa-
ry 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. 
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Ripple:
Hamilton Roundtable for Poverty Reduction 
(HRPR)

http://www.thephilanthropist.ca/index.php/phil
http://www.mande.co.uk/docs/MSCGuide.pdf


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 dis-
played poverty reduction posters at community events. 
The combination of  photographs and short pieces of  
text helped people to visualize and situate the work un-
der way in their city. The posters also helped the Round-

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 fre-
quent use of  skits in its community celebrations. Its 

VISUAL MEDIA
The Eyes Have It

Drama, pictures, posters and video clips 
are all ways to vary the telling of  a story. 
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Community Action Team (CAT) also developed a pov-
erty simulation game which allowed players to experi-
ence the kinds of  choices faced by people on low in-
come (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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Vibrant 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. 

In a city known for its pro-business 
attitude, VCC and others have also 
helped shape public policies that 
now include a municipal Green Pro-
curement 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 (unsuc-
cessfully, ultimately) with motions to 
embed Living Wage provisions into 
municipal pay structures and con-
tracting 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 

SOCIAL MEDIA
A Powerful New Tool
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Safe Places to Talk

Calgary, AB, January 2010  
to the present



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. 

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

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

1.	 �Edit 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.	 �Look 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

•	 Use words and phrases that will interest people who 
are just skimming the material.
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6.	 Chunk existing text for consumption and use 
in social media

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.

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 

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

8.	 Learn about writing for the internet

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.

~ 38 ~



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

•	 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?

~ 39 ~

Questions to ConsiderRipple:
The CHALLENGE’s take on social media/
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http://www.qolchallenge.ca/pdf/HROptions200606.pdf


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 discus-
sion 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 con-
tinue building local poverty reduction activity into a na-
tional 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  

FINAL POINTS
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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.

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 Saint-
Michel 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. 

Good lessons from sad stories

Sometimes, an initiative ends badly. Partners have 
fallings out, the leadership team implodes or a much-
anticipated 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-on-
one, 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 

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

•	 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?

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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1.	 �Thanks 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-poverty-

not-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/

Endnotes
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