
Getting out of Your
Story Rut
How a Culture of Generosity Can
Inspire New, Impactful Narratives



Assistant Director for Stewardship
and Donor Communications
UC Riverside

devlins@ucr.edu  

Stewardship Associate 
Director
Mayo Clinic

schnabel.kara@mayo.edu

Development Communications
Manager
UC Riverside

sarah.miller1@ucr.edu

Devlin Smith Kara Schnabel Sarah Miller



Sound familiar?

Emails, calls, and pings: 

“We need a brochure!” 
“Can you draft a social post?” 
“How about a newsletter piece?”

Perhaps: pressure to reinvent the wheel every time.

Result: rushed, repetitive, or even more work than
necessary.

The Monday Morning flood



A “start here” roadmap for content
overload moments
Collaborating across campus
Telling donor stories
Tools and resources

In This Session We’ll Cover



What already exists?

Content Ladder
Take one strong story and scale it up (feature article) or down (social
snippet), or add a new lens (generosity!!).

Reframe requests:
“What story can we highlight? And where might the generosity angle
be?” vs. “We need a new piece.”

Saves time + ensures cohesion.

Content First, 
Format Second
Start with the story, 
format comes later



UCR News headline:
Campus shatters previous fall admissions record

“Campus shatters previous fall admissions record.”
5,400+ first-year students.
70% from underrepresented backgrounds.
Focus: growth, access, UCR’s popularity.

Opportunity not yet presented: philanthropy.

Repurosing
Original Article snapshot



Angle:
Growth fueled by community support

99% of undergrads who are awarded aid receive need-
based scholarships and/or grants.
Scholarships and donor generosity make record
enrollment possible and sustainable.
Connection point: “Behind every record-setting class is
a community of donors who make UCR accessible.”
Builds a bridge between institutional pride and
philanthropic invitation.

Sample updated framing line:
Behind every record-setting class is a community of
donors like you who make UCR accessible. 99% of
undergrads who ....

RepurosED
with a Culture of Generosity



Scholarship Impact
Meet Sofia (fictional composite)

First-generation student, transfer from community
college, admitted with the record-breaking 2025 class.
Her scholarship: covered books + transportation,
making full-time study possible.
Scholarship tells a bold heart, brilliant mind story that
personalizes a large statistic and grounds the UCR
community values.

Quote (fictionalized for example): 
“Without support, I would have had to delay school again.
Now, I get to graduate on time — and give back sooner.”

RepurosED
ALWAYS MORE TO THE story



📱

Highlight the headline stat
with a student quote — a fast,

shareable way to connect
donor generosity with

enrollment growth.

💌

Have student scholarship
recipient sign the appeal

letter, tell how scholarships
impacted their life, and give
the reader a chance to be a
hero by giving to support.

📖

Frame the admissions
success as a point of

institutional pride, then
weave in donor support as
the thread that keeps UCR

accessible and thriving.

✉️

Pair the record-breaking
admissions milestone with a

scholarship story to show
how donors help make
access possible for the

newest Highlanders.

Newsletter Social Appeal Brochure

REPURPOSED ACROSS CHANNELS
A brief overview of the repurposed content across channels



Match the story to the channel:
Social = short human quote
Appeal = emotional tug & invitation to get involved
Annual report = full narrative
Newsletter = short quote & link to annual report

Highlight all types of donor involvement to normalize giving at all
levels.
Ask: Does this story have an angle that illustrates the generosity
of UCR’s culture?

Practical Takeaways
For story & content creators



Donor impact ≠ only “big gifts.”

Types of stories to elevate:
Multi-generational giving, family legacies: “30 years, three
generations of Highlanders” 
Young alumni making their first gift, relatable, accessible: “Every
month, I give what I can because UCR gave me xyz”
Lower level donors who also volunteer, attend events, or mentor
students
“Honor gifts” values-based, emotional: “In honor of my professor
who believed in me”

By showing many ways generosity takes shape, we show how
generosity is already a part of the Highlander culture.

Donor STories
Beyond the dollar
It’s not always about the dollar
amount



Collaborating Across Campus

What do you do if you’re afraid
to ask for help?
Who should you ask to get the
information you need?
Can working with campus
partners save you time?



“Don’t be afraid to ask questions. Don’t be afraid to ask for help
when you need it. I do that every day. Asking for help isn’t a sign

of weakness, it’s a sign of strength. It shows you have the
courage to admit when you don’t know something, and to learn

something new.” – Barack Obama



Who to Ask

Development Staff
SPIOs
Alumni Association
University Relations
University Library
Stewardship & Donor Relations
Student Affairs Departments



Discover content you can repurpose
Network and make connections
Benefit from existing research and data
Learn shortcuts
Jump to the front of the queue 

How to Save time



Telling Donor Stories

Why are donors giving?
What’s their connection to
UCR?
Who are they impacting and
how?
Are there any sensitivities to
be aware of in telling this
story?



Maria Bryan is a nonprofit communications expert
certified in Trauma & Resilience, Trauma-Informed Space
Holding, Trauma-Informed Coaching, and Somatic
Embodiment & Regulation. She hosts the podcast “When
Bearing Witness” and offers trainings (including free
workshops!) in trauma-informed storytelling.

Trauma-Informed 
Storytelling

mariabryan.com



Tools and Resources

Coming Soon!
FundMiner
Lux/Salesforce
Our UCR Portal

Canva
ScholarshipUniverse
ThankView
UCR Magazine
UCR News
UCR Social Media
UCR Story Bank
Stewardship Word
Bank



Canva



Scholarship Universe



ThankView



University Relations

news.ucr.edu magazine.ucr.edu



BRAND.UCR.EDU
Story Bank



Stewardship Word Bank



QUESTIONS?



Devlin Smith • devlins@ucr.edu

Kara Schnabel • schnabel.kara@mayo.edu

Sarah Miller • sarah.miller1@ucr.edu

Reach out!



THANK YOU!


