
The Power of Storytelling
to Inspire Action

Teresa Watanabe  |  California Community Foundation



A UC Berkeley student. A van. Younger siblings.

Ismael Chamu was 
attending one of the 
nation’s top public 
universities…

while living in a van 
and helping care for his 
younger siblings.
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I wrote about him for the L.A. Times….

And something happened that I did not anticipate.



Readers gave Ismael and his family more than 
$100,000.

One reader offered the Chamus her late father’s 
four-bedroom home in Berkeley at an affordable 
rent.

The family finally had a safe place to live.



A high school student. A dream college acceptance. A daunting obstacle.

Jonathan Cornejo worked 
hard to earn top grades 
despite family financial 
struggles. He could not afford 
home Wi-Fi, a reliable laptop 
or a comfortable study space.

He was accepted to his dream 
school, UC San Diego.

But he faced a daunting 
obstacle. 
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• Jonathan’s financial aid package left a $4,000 
funding gap he could not fill with income from his 
part-time job as a Starbucks barista or his 
mother’s two low-wage jobs as a cook. 

• He and his mother were fearful about the financial 
burdens of taking out a loan.

• So he had decided to go to a community college 
instead of his dream UC school.



• More than 10,000 of the state’s lowest-income students admitted to UC are 
choosing instead to attend California community colleges or California State 
University, in part due to financial shortfalls.

• Among the lowest-income students admitted to UC, the number who selected CSU 
or community colleges doubled in fall 2021 from 2015. 

• Rising financial challenges like Jonathan’s are deepening concerns throughout UC 
that some of the state’s poorest students may be missing out on the system’s top-
notch education, which could propel them to the highest echelons of wage earners 
and fuel the future state economy.

Issues get our attention. 
Data tell us the scale. Facts matter.



But people 
move people 
to care -- and 
take action.



• One nonprofit started by the late 
Episcopal Bishop Jon Bruno, 
Hands in Healing, awarded 
Jonathan a $10,000 grant.

• A GoFundMe set up by his high 
school and friends raised $44,388 
from 307 donations.

• “There is something about that 
perseverance and tenacity that 
is inspiring,” one reader wrote. 
“Despite the setbacks he pushes 
on and perseveres. He is the type 
of person you want to root for in 
life.”

After the story ran, offers of aid poured in.



Why do some stories move people?

A person at the center — not an institution

Specific details — that make a life real

Stakes — something important can be gained or lost

Agency — people are more than their hardship

A larger truth — illuminated through one life
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From journalism to philanthropy

The California Community Foundation recognized that philanthropy has 
powerful stories to tell—

if we start with people, not grants.

That’s why CCF created a storytelling team and hired a senior storytelling officer.
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CCF is the oldest and largest 
community foundation in Los 
Angeles County.

$2.5 BILLION
in assets

$350+ MILLION
in annual grantmaking

1,900+
charitable funds



“The best way of telling the true story of what CCF does is not by presenting graphs and charts but by actually 
starting with a human being, who but for our investment, their life would have been a little different, or a lot 
different in some cases.

“And then working backwards from there so that people understand how as a donor, what their investment 
means to a real person, to their fellow neighbor, fellow Angeleno. Or for a grantee to have their impact be 
amplified.

“It’s a different way of telling who we are without reading a budget or a graph. So storytelling is ultimately central 
to what we're about, and we need to be able to uplift the stories of the people that we work with, because we 
are a place where Angelenos come together to solve our biggest problems.”

BUT: CCF is “the best-kept secret in Los Angeles.” 

Miguel A. Santana, president & CEO, set out to change that with 
a new approach.





What does fear look like?
Center people first. Then widen the lens.

INSERT CCF STORY PHOTO
IMMIGRANT FAMILY / COMMUNITY Families terrified for their loved ones 

taken into immigration detention. 

Workers afraid to go to their jobs. 

People reluctant to shop for groceries.

Children scared they won’t see their 
parents again. 
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Then: 

Who is helping?

What are they 
doing?

What makes that 
help possible?



Don’t confuse promotion with storytelling

Making the 
organization

the hero

Leading with the grant
instead of the person

Foundation-speak:
“leveraging,” 

“capacity,”
“transformative impact”

Reducing people
to their hardship

Concrete beats abstract.  Empowerment, not pity. 
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The gift isn’t the story. What the gift makes possible is the story. 
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Universal storytelling tips

• Find interesting people

• Ask good questions

• Listen

• Look for scenes and telling details

• Provide context

• Don’t exaggerate

• Let people be complex

10

Universal Storytelling Tips 



Story → Connection → Action

Information can make people aware.

Stories can make people care.

And caring can move people to act.

Find the people. Listen to them. Tell their stories well.
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EPILOGUE 



Jonathan is a third-year student at UC San Diego majoring in 
business economics and is active in the UCSD Associated 
Students Concerts and Events.

JONATHAN



Ismael graduated from UC 
Berkeley and works as a UX 
program manager at Google.

His siblings all went to college. 
Jocelyn followed her brother to 
UC Berkeley on scholarship and 
graduated last year in microbial 
biology.

Ismael finally got his own 
bedroom – with six pillows on his 
bed.

ISMAEL 



Thank you! 

Teresa Watanabe
twatanabe@calfund.org

213-265-6813

mailto:twatanabe@calfund.org
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