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PREFACE
zTWs!r�mns�gnv�e� cn�hs,“

A statement like this one lies at the genesis o. this report. I. you work in the narrative change

arena, it is a statement you have probably heard .rom .ellow .unders and practitioners. As

an emerging ;eld, there is a diversity o. opinion about what narrative is and how to shi.t it.

Funders o. narrative change work are themselves shaping and shaped by the varied approaches.

As a new strategic area of its work, the Convergence

Partnership was interested in better understanding

the ways in which “we” do “it.” Who are the “we?”

Funders and practitioners that work in the narrative

change arena. What is the “it?” Approaches to .unding

and bringing about narrative change. Established in

2007, Convergence Partnership (the Partnership) is

a national funder collaborative working to transform

policies, practices, and systems to advance racial

justice and health equity. Given the nation’s .raught

racial discourse, the Partnership believed narrative

change and storytelling was a central strategy for

shifting public attitudes toward racial justice and health

equity. Today, the Partnership is led by eleven national, statewide, and local .oundations

and multi.under initiatives. In 2018, we hired Narrative Arts (then Working Narratives) and

Moore + Associates to help us develop and implement a strategy to advance racial justice and

health equity narratives with .unders, grantees, and the Partnership itsel.. In the years since,

they have conducted a series of trainings, audits, and workshops to help establish a shared

understanding and approach to narrative change among these stakeholders.

As we continued to dive into the work and engaged in the narrative change space, we, like

many o. you, .elt like we had entered into a vortex. Moments where new narratives were

catalyzed, like the racial justice uprising in 2020, have been followed by backlash and

retrenchment. The stories o. trans people have never been more prevalent, helping to spark

a generational shi.t in identi;cation. At the same time, an alternative narrative has been
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Sdkanld Ae wnt!ud pdWc sghr eWp’ iddo pdWchmf Sd opnlhrd sn
lWid�hs�vnpsg�wntp�vghkd,�

This report covers a lot o. ground. It was commissioned by a

racial justice and health equity funder collaborative that wanted

to know how others investing in narrative changewere doing

it. So, we asked them. And we asked many o. the narrative

practitioners they work with. Here’s a bit o. what we learned.

Entq Ehmchmfr”�
As you might expect when surveying a group o. social justice .unders in 2022, there is an

existing commitment to grassroots and community-based solutions. This commitment holds

true when the strategy is narrative change. Yet no single approach dominates community

narrative power building. Disagreements about narrative language and tactics, the role o.

practitioners, and how best to align around eVective counter narratives complicate the picture.

Speaking o. expert practitioners, they play an increasingly important role due to the emerging

nature o. the ;eld. An in.ormal network o. trainers, strategists, researchers, and storytellers

has materialized to meet the needs of communities seeking to create narrative shifts around

a particular issue or policy. Seeded and supported in part by philanthropy, these narrative

change practitioners have an outsized role not only in serving the 6eld, but in shaping it.

A close cousin of narrative change is cultural change, a similarly emergent social change

strategy that in many ways set the stage .or our current moment.Most 9unders and

practitioners leading today’s narrative changework cut their teethmaking the case

9or cultural change as an approach as worthy o. investment as ;eld, advocacy, and

communications. One o. the dominant narrative engagement .rameworks .ocuses on

inXuencing Hollywood and popular culture, where many power.ul cultural shi.ts occur. We

found that this has helped to shape the theory of change among this subset of narrative change

.unders. They see the value o. pop culture strategies but don’t want to neglect approaches that

are more accessible to the typical change maker.

Lns�rtqd�vgYs�vd�ldYm�ax�
i?nn?rhtc�ag?iec �Itlo�
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Once you get past the .act that not everyone agrees on how best to de;ne narrative change,

we encountered another challenge: whether and how to align around particular narratives.

In our interviews, the race/class narrative, developed by ASO Communications, was cited

most o.ten and clearly has shaped the thinking o. many. Yet there is a divergence in the 6eld

between e<orts to coalesce storytelling around particular narratives and e<orts to sur9ace

narratives 9rom impacted communities. It isn’t clear i. there is a desire to reconcile these

approaches or pursue them simultaneously.

3

”?mc�Nmd�Rtffdrsdc�Eq‘ldvnqj
At the end o. this report, we provide a .ramework that organizes investments in narrative change. Because

narrative change requires broad-based shi.ts in storytelling, mass culture and mass media receive the most

attention. Mass culture reaches billions with power.ul, entertaining storytelling in ;lm, television, video games,

music, and beyond. Mass media, in particular news and non-;ction media, reaches into every household with a

claim to sharing true stories o. history, current events and day-to-day li.e. This report recommends namingmass

movements, alongsidemass culture andmass media, as a critical and e<ective vehicle 9or narrative change

that reaches a wide audience through collective action and storytelling.

OK, that’s your preview o. what’s to come! Read on .or the good stuV.

MASS
CULTURE

popular culture and
entertainment

MASS
MEDIA

journalism, non-
fction, and analysis

FRAMEWORK FOR FUNDING NARRATIVE CHANGE

MASS
MOVEMENT
organizing and

adjacent storytelling,
arts, and culture
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Our overarching 6ndings require the most

explanation and analysis, o.ten showcasing

divergences in approach i. not outcome. We

address these ;ndings in a collective manner

with a new framework we lay out in our

Recommendations on page 22.

We then present speci6c 6ndings that are

more straightforward, generally representing a

consensus viewpoint about a single issue. These

are also addressed in section ;ve via a set o.

recommendations designed to remove obstacles to

eVective .unding o. narrative strategy to advance

health equity and racial justice.

FINDINGS
In’ W”dp cnydmr ne hmsdpuhdvr’ rtpudwr ne kdWchmf opWashshnmdpr’
Wmc�W�pduhdv�ne�sgd�idw�khsdpWstpd’�vgWs�chc�vd�kdWpm.�?�kns,�

OVERARCHING FINDINGS SPECIFIC FINDINGS

To keep this manageable, we have .ocused on eight, critical takeaways which we sorted into two tiers.

Expert practitioners are infuential Funders are eager to learn

Creating narrative alignment: top
down vs bottomup

Desire 9or greater alignmentwithin
and across 9oundations

Culture is one key gateway to
narrative

Audience is emerging as greater
focus

Community narrativepower-building
is important…but complicated

Narrative change is a long-term
proposition
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EXPERT PRACTITIONERS ARE INFLUENTIAL

Narrative change, as a discrete funding strategy, is a relatively recent addition to the funding

priorities o. .oundations in the United States. Among the .unders we interviewed, several

dated their involvement to the late 2000s. Most joined only in the past ;ve to eight years,

often inspired by the rapid shift in public opinion about gay marriage, out of concern over

the popular embrace o. racist narratives ampli;ed by Trump, or to extend accountability to

others during the Trump administration.

In part because it is such a young ;eld, experts in narrative have been crucial to helping

foundations better understand the power of narrative and the opportunities for philanthropy

to play a productive role in bringing about narrative change. These experts tend to .all into

one of three categories of narrative practitioner:

0 �organizational, who are directly embedded within nonpro;ts and .oundations;

1 �individual, who work as consultants and creators; and

2 �intermediary, who are in companies or nonpro;ts that provide technical

assistance and training.

Their areas o. expertise are varied, but o.ten they are seeking to address challenges including:

• What is narrative change?

• How do you change narratives?

• Which narratives are impacting the work o. social movements?

• What are the best levers that organizers have to shi.t narratives?

• How can philanthropy support narrative change eVectively?

Experts engage in research and analysis, and they per.orm training and evaluation. They

create content and develop strategy. Experts help .unders better understand audiences

and assess impact.

So while diVerent .oundations and .under tables o.ten have diVerent narrative change

strategies, almost all are investing in experts. As one .oundation ofcer said to us, “our

strategy is investing in the people who provide tools, support, and training. We are also

investing in organizations that are onto something, then keep investing in their ability

to experiment, have impact with their narrative work, which brings bene;ts beyond the

Nudq‘qbghmf Ehmchmfr
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organizations themselves.” Because much o. this .unding .ollows expertise, and much o. the

expertise is clustered, organizations that are less .acile or new to the work may have to work

with outside experts be.ore they receive narrative .unding directly.

Organizations that engage in organizing and advocacy increasingly have in-house experts

on narrative. According to one .under o. narrative change work, “people in organizations

like Color o. Change, NDWA [National Domestic Workers Alliance], and The League have

in-house cultural strategists who are also playing the role o. impact producers.” Some

movement leaders also hold this role. Artists are starting to pair their values with narrative

strategies. A recent report smartly coined the term “impact storytellers” to describe those

engaged in “intentional, strategic storytelling designed to advance social impact goals.”

Some o. the ;eld leaders around narrative change

have managed to convince foundations already

supporting their other work to consider the value

o. this work. “Narrative has been a strategy where

we have looked to our grantee partners to see if it's

something they are pursuing,” we were told by one

.under. “Within the port.olio, Color o. Change and

NDWA were early adopters o. narrative change. But

that isn’t the reason we were .unding them.”

We recognized a tension among some .unders,

who both see the value in narrative experts and are wary o. their own tendency to rely on

a particular kind o. expertise. One told us that, “a lot o. our organizing aims to challenge

assumptions implicit in how philanthropy has constructed itsel.. We are trying to rede;ne

expertise. It’s thought o. as a byproduct o. higher education. We think o. it as lived

experience that intersects root cause, power, and place.” Yet this binary doesn't recognize

an important third category, described to us by one practitioner as the people who have

developed pro.essional expertise in .raming, storytelling, impact production and distribution

by doing the work rather than by studying it. These leaders and movement workers ooccupy

the space between scholars o. narrative change and communities most aVected by health

inequity and racial injustice.

Is there interest among grassroots organizations in working with narrative change

practitioners? It depends on who you ask. One .under told us, “we have a capacity building pot

o. money to work with consultants, but only i. grantees ask .or help with narrative. We haven’t

gotten a request .or narrative support.” Yet other .unders seem to have no problem ;nding

grantees excited to work with outside consultants.

Vd�qdbnfmhydc�‘�sdmrhnm�
‘lnmf�rnld�etmcdqr)�
vgn�ansg�rdd�sgd�u‘ktd�hm�
m‘qq‘shud�dwodqsr�‘mc�‘qd�
v‘qx�ne�sgdhq�nvm�sdmcdmbx�
sn�qdkx�nm�‘�o‘qshbtk‘q�jhmc�
ne�dwodqshrd-
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Supply sometimes exceeds demand .or narrative

resources, and two capacity issues can limit the

uptake and eVectiveness o. these resources. First,

some intermediaries report that their services are too

expensive .or grassroots groups. As one o. the leading

researchers in the ;eld told us, “we want to work with

grassroots organizations but they can’t aVord us.”

Second, even i. organizations could aVord the

technical assistance, or i. it’s .ree to them, it’s

difcult to utilize unless narrative strategy is truly

assimilated into the organization. Social justice

organizations frequently lack enough narrative

grounding or strategic alignment to make robust use

of technical assistance, which in turn prevents them

from requesting or taking advantage of available

resources. These missing pieces might include

a long-term narrative strategy, a clear audience

.ramework, or even clear campaign goals.

One o. the perceived advantages o. working with practitioners is the consistency they bring

to the work. This can be true, and many o. the practitioners we spoke to shared a core set o.

principles. Yet in a report .eaturing the largest survey o. grassroots grantees doing narrative

change work in Cali.ornia it became clear that the ;eld is .ar .rom uni.orm.

“Interviewees reported many barriers to aligning. One o. the most signi;cant appears to

originate in two very diVerent understandings o. what it means to deploy narrative change

across multiple organizations: 1. Narrative change requires organizations to share messages

and branding, versus; 2. Narrative change is not about using the same words, but about moving

a set o. ideas, core belie.s, and core stories that express the narrative. Notably, some narrative

change consultants interviewed as part o. the study advocated .or the ;rst approach and others

advocated the second, helping to clari.y at least part o. how this con.usion has arisen.”

In our own survey o. narrative change intermediaries that work with .unders, 80 percent work

with both grantees and the .oundation staV and/or board. It is there.ore likely that some o.

the diVerence in approach across .unders is inXuenced by diVerences among the experts. This

creates a strong incentive to codify best practices, clarify theories of change, and resolve

conXicts among practitioners. As the example .rom the report demonstrates, incorporating

narrative change into strategic communications goals would be a good place to start.

Wnt�lYx�ad�sghmihmf"�!”hr�hr�
khid�sgd�entqsg�shld�Gzud�rddm�sgd�
vnqc�zao�rroggsrz�hm�sghr�qdonqs,�
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gYud�hm�bnllnm"�rnldsghmf�sgYs�
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COMMUNITY NARRATIVE POWER-BUILDING IS IMPORTANT

...BUT COMPLICATED

Almost across the board, the foundations and funder tables we interviewed provide direct

support to community-based organizations and other groups engaged in grassroots

organizing or advocacy. They believe in community power-building work and prioritized it

well be.ore they started .unding narrative change. Today, we believe all would agree with this

assertion .rom a .under: “Narrative is an integral part o. power building.” Or, as another put

it, “At the grantmaking level we are building the capacity of organizations to build their own

narrative power.”

Despite this broad alignment around community power-building, when it comes to

narrative power-building, there are real diVerences in how .unders approach making these

kinds o. investments.

Some funders we interviewed are making direct grants to community organizations to

support their narrative change work. Others are bringing in practitioners to provide their

grantees with technical assistance and training in narrative work. Almost all have included

in their narrative change grantmaking the subset o. organizations with extensive experience

doing cultural change or narrative change work. Many are doing all o. the above.

Our questions about community narrative power-building elicited a wide range o. responses.

Funders who are making multi-year investments in building up the capacity o. grassroots

organizations often embrace a hybrid approach, where grassroots groups get funded directly

and receive outside support .rom a trusted narrative expert. As one .under explained:

“First, we believe that communities are experts in their own narratives, so we listen to community

members and advocates in how they tell their own stories and what their recommendations are

on how to shi.t narratives. We have also partnered to address narrative change across many o.

our program areas. For example, we have partnered with a think tank that helps mission-driven

organizations communicate about social issues in ways that build public will to support progressive

change. In working with our team and grantees through their research, they are able to identi.y which

language shifts we need tomake in our communications, how certain phrases or terms are perceived

by the public, and what issues stand in the way o. eVective communications across sectors.”

Or, as a diVerent .under put it, “We aren’t .unding narrative organizations, but we are

.unding grassroots organizations with explicit narrative components. Through the work with

[a particular expert] we are also providing technical assistance .or grassroots grantees.”
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As noted earlier, 80 percent o. the narrative

intermediaries we surveyed work with both

grantees and .unders. Those with experience as

organizers or close relationships with organizers

are o.ten pre.erred. “What drew us to working

with [a particular expert] was their connection

to grassroots organizing, their understanding of

narrative as part o. organizing strategy.”

Despite the overall eagerness to invest in community narrative power-building, it’s

complicated. One long-time narrative change .under noted that their views on the role o.

grassroots engagement in narrative work had changed over time. “I used to think everyone

in the immigrant rights ;eld needed to do [narrative work.] I don’t think that any more.”

One o. the complications in .unding grassroots partners is the question o. who the ideal

narrators are. Storytelling in service o. narrative can, o. course, come .rom anywhere. A

slogan on a sign or t-shirt can help tell a story; so can a canvassing script. Several .unders

saw the opportunity clearly. “It’s important .or [grassroots organizations] to be really clear

about the underlying narratives they are trying to shi.t, then apply it to rap sheets at doors.”

But many .unders also see real value in investing in expert storytellers, including artists

and writers and per.ormers. Because o. the relationship between cultural and narrative

change work (as we explore later in this report), we believe many .unders are inclined

to place a lot of the narrative responsibilities on impact storytellers, particularly at the

national level. “We test mass ideas through mass media and our culture projects,” is how

one .under explained it.

The appeal here is scale; because narratives

are shaped by and disseminated through

mass media and mass culture, it is important

to support eVorts in those spaces. And

because these projects are big and splashy,

they tend to dominate the perception of what

narrative change funding supports, even if

the reality reXects greater balance between

those eVorts and community narrative

power-building.
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Storytelling at the local level typically lacks the reach o. the other approaches. Advocates o.

this approach argue that what is lost in breadth is made up for in depth, as storytelling by

and .or neighbors and other community members carries greater weight with its audience. It

makes narrative tangible, while building community power.

Grantees interviewed .or one o. the reports highlighted this dynamic. “There is a tension

between building power in communities to help change narratives and scaling the reach of

narrative campaigns through other tactics that are less community-driven.”

Funders could leverage their public voice more; instead, most seem hesitant to speak out.

As one explained, “It’s important .or [our .oundation] to say what we believe, to inXuence

philanthropy, but it needs to be integrated with the grassroots.” We heard something similar

.rom several .unders. But being integrated with the grassroots can slow down the process o.

speaking out and that commitment can make .unders less con;dent in their own voice.

Among those advocating greater investment in the grassroots are the intermediaries. In

our survey, this was one o. the main shortcomings several identi;ed. “Foundations are

spending too much money and time on intellectually ‘getting it,’ strategy, research, et

cetera, and not enough time on experimenting and the doing o. narrative. They need to

spend a lot more money on grantmaking and convening in the ;eld.” Another suggested

one weakness of foundations is the “lack of rigor or consistency in their narrative strategy,

particularly in how they engage in support .or community-based narrative change work.”

A third believed there is “not enough support to grassroots/organizing groups who need

more to build narrative power.”

zEntmc‘shnmr�‘qd�rodmchmf�snn�ltbg�lnmdx�‘mc�shld�
nm�hmsdkkdbst‘kkx�Wfdfthmf�hs) �rsq‘sdfx)�qdrd‘qbg)�ds�bdsdq‘)�
‘mc�mns�dmntfg�shld�nm�dwodqhldmshmf�‘mc�sgd�cnhmf�
ne�m‘qq‘shud-fi
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CREATING NARRATIVE ALIGNMENT: TOP DOWN VS BOTTOM UP

Regardless of who is receiving support for narrative change work, there is a tactical divide

in how best to achieve a narrative shi.t. On the one hand, you have top down .unders who

settle on a narrative they believe in and then support eVorts to inject that narrative into the

media, the culture, and the movements. On the other hand, you have bottom up .unders that

are less prescriptive, investing in eVorts to sur.ace narrative challenges and solutions across

a range o. issues and/or within an issue.

The ;rst approach has some advantages, since

narratives shift only when we tell enough stories

that tap into a shared narrative. The race/class

narrative, developed by ASO Communications,

holds that to build cross-racial solidarity,

movements need to “discuss race overtly, frame

racism as a tool to divide and thus harm us all,

and connect unity to racial justice and economic

prosperity.” This was the narrative most o.ten

cited among the .unders we interviewed. It is

popular in movement circles for tackling a signal

challenge: how to tell a story that is widely

resonant without choosing between racial justice and economic issues. It was also developed

with signi;cant support .rom racial justice .unders o. narrative change, which may account

.or some o. its ubiquity among .unders. “The race/class narrative research was help.ul at [our

.oundation],” is a typical .under comment.

The community of funders we interviewed has been particularly invested in shifting the

narrative around health. As one .under told us, “Ten years ago, almost no hospital CEOs were

talking about social determinants o. health. Now they at least publicly recognize these .actors.

Is that a change in narrative? Yes. Can we claim credit .or it? No, but we contributed.” Another

.under put it this way: “Starting in 2012 we invested in a lot o. narrative work that .ramed health

beyond health care. We were shi.ting narrative on health equity, introducing ideas around social

determinants o. health. Today this has become conventional.” A particular, chosen narrative

promoted by .unders, success.ully shi.ted the narrative landscape over the course o. a decade.

In our survey of intermediaries, when asked what funders are doing well, this directed

approach was singled out. Funders are “.ocusing on narratives .or speci;c movements.”

Shi.ting narratives has long been a priority .or .unders o. pop culture strategies. We saw this

zRs‘qshmf�hm�1.01�vd�hmudrsdc�
hm�‘�kns�ne�m‘qq‘shud�vnqj�
sg‘s�eq‘ldc�gd‘ksg�adxnmc�
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in eVorts to tell stories about immigrant

.amilies, rather than immigrant men; we saw

it in eVorts to tell diVerent stories about

cigarette smoking and helmet wearing and

condom usage. Funders played a signi;cant

role in shifting public attitudes around

marriage equality.

However, it can come across to grantees as heavy handed if dollars are attached to a

particular narrative approach that may not resonate. Also, this process o. developing a

narrative can be in.ormed more by practitioners and their research than by the expertise

o. communities.

This concern was raised by narrative power building grantees in Cali.ornia. In a recent

report they articulated “speci;c, actionable items .or .unders to consider… In brie., they

center the concept o. placing more trust, control, and Xexibility in grantees and the

ecosystem o. narrative change partners. This includes allowing time .or the processes to

happen organically; oVering Xexibility; being okay with experiments, even ones that .ail; not

dictating the issue or messages; letting go o. the .ocus on common messages...”

A more bottom up approach to surfacing

narratives involves strengthening the

institutions through which narratives take root,

including independent media companies or

organizations o. community-based artists. “For

the journalism .und, it’s less about a particular

narrative, more about building power among

BIPOC media companies and journalists,”

suggested a funder collaborative, referencing

one o. its .unds. “We know one o. the barriers to community power is the xenophobia and

anti-Blackness. Part o. our intervention is around building more abundance in BIPOC media.”

Investments in pop culture-.ocused non-pro;ts implementing narrative strategies that seed

more diverse creators can also reveal new, power.ul narratives and narrative vehicles.

An interesting example o. a bottom up narrative shi.t that began at the grassroots and gained

momentum through mass media and popular culture comes from the racial justice work of the

Equal Justice Initiative. “Bryan Stevenson has been doing tremendous work on the narrative

.ront,” noted one national .under. “We consider [Stevenson and his organization] leaders in
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raising up the reality o. racial violence, countering American exceptionalism. Telling the story

that ‘slavery never ended, it just evolved’ has been phenomenally important.”

Yet without some guidance or coordination, some .unders worry about the ways organizations

doing good work can inadvertently rein.orce harm.ul dominant narratives. One .under

provided this example: “In the housing space, we ;nd with homelessness the dominant

narrative is that [homelessness] results .rom an individual decision and so they deserve to be

homeless. We want to move toward an understanding o. homelessness as a .ailure o. multiple

systems. There.ore, stories without connection to systemic issues unintentionally rein.orce

negative ideas. We need to tie stories to a structural cause and a solution.”

The compromise solution is to do a bit o. both, with an assist .rom intermediaries.

Grassroots partners provide the stories and practical know-how that comes .rom working

in communities; intermediaries bring research and data and lessons learned .rom across the

country. This more or less mirrors how .unders have been balancing their commitment to

grassroots organizations and narrative experts thus .ar. But, as one .under told us, it’s not

easy. “Narrative and culture has always been very clear to me, as an immigrant. Learning

about U.S. narratives came .rom TV, or the supermarket, watching how people interact, et

cetera. It’s one thing to understand that, it’s another to know how to .und it.”

CULTURE IS ONE KEY GATEWAY TO NARRATIVE

Why did .unders begin to support narrative change work? Where exactly did this ;eld come

.rom? While we did not seek to answer these questions in any kind o. comprehensive way,

the origin story we surfaced through our interviews and literature review helps to clarify

some structural dynamics that have shaped the ;eld as it exists today.

As we noted earlier, among the funders we interviewed, those with the longest history

supporting cultural change work date it to around 2008. Foundations that were early

investors in artists and other cultural creators as agents of social change, like the Ford

zL‘qq‘shud�‘mc�btkstqd�g‘r�‘kv‘xr�addm�udqx�bkd‘q�sn�ld)�‘r�‘m�
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sn�tmcdqrs‘mc�sg‘s)�hs r�‘mnsgdq�sn�jmnv�gnv�sn�etmc�hs-fi
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Foundation and Unbound Philanthropy, saw

the opportunity to fund narrative change work

be.ore others. “Storytelling became a part of

the work [at Ford], experimenting with .unding

projects that were using diVerent expressions o.

culture. They were telling diVerent stories about

immigrants or immigration system.”

There has long been philanthropic support for

the arts, including art as a medium for social

change. Watchdog groups .ocused on media

and Hollywood, like GLAAD, have been around

.or decades. Ultimately both are concerned with

storytelling, which is a critical piece o. the narrative change puzzle. As .unding .or culture

change work got more organized in the late 2000s and early 2010s, many o. those .unders

added narrative change to their philanthropic port.olios. As one .under described it to us,

“there was not one lightbulb moment, more o. a slow creeping into the narrative space.”

Here is how one o. the earlier narrative change .unders described the ;eld in the late

2000s. “Our involvement with narrative began with storytelling in mid-2008. It was a part

o. a strategy but it wasn’t called narrative change. We were supporting the leadership o.

undocumented people, survivors o. the broken immigration system. And the way they

were organizing themselves to tell their stories was changing the way people saw them.

Success in this kind o. storytelling was so power.ul, others picked up on it. We supported

their partnerships with visual artists, ;lmmakers, musicians, to tell stories in diVerent ways

on diVerent plat.orms.”

This is one of the reasons why there is considerable overlap between narrative and cultural

change. Artists were supported at least in part as storytellers, and storytelling was central to

shi.ting narrative. Most o. the experts in narrative are also experts in cultural strategy, and vice

versa. The program ofcers involved in .unding one are usually involved in .unding the other.

An outcome of this overlap is an analysis of narrative change that centers cultural

in.rastructure and content as its primary drivers. There.ore, just as the race/class narrative

was the most cited narrative among funders and practitioners, creating change through

interventions in Hollywood is the most well known engagement .ramework. This has led

to some tension, as we noted earlier, between investments in grassroot narrative power

building and investments in pop culture strategies.
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It has also created some diVerence o. opinion among grassroots partners and practitioners

about the relationship between narrative and cultural change. Again, .rom a report that

interviewed narrative change grantees:

Interviewees understood the relationship between cultural and narrative change strategies in very

diVerent ways. For some, cultural work needs to be integrated into any narrative change work and

seen as core to shi.ting narratives. This has implications .or how it is .unded and staVed within

an organization or with partners. The interviewees .rom grassroots organizations highlighted the

importance of cultural work happening in partnership with people who have authentic stories

to share. For others, cultural work is a speci;c tactic, one o. many, to deploy in the context o. a

narrative change strategy. For one interviewee, cultural change is the strategy and narrative shi.ts

are a means to make progress toward cultural change.

The wider embrace of funding for narrative

change was also inspired by the Trump

campaign, his administration, and the

racial justice uprisings. All provided real

li.e examples o. the power o. narrative in

shaping public opinion, with Trump's skill

with narrative helping to set back eVorts

to advance health equity and racial justice,

among other priorities. “We have always

had a major strategic communications

piece,” one .under table told us. “In 2016,

after the election, there was a lot of

conversation and concern about the impact

o. media and narratives .rom Trump. Our

initial ideas were around investing in journalism and media, but we didn’t pursue them. In

2018, in ;guring out what to do in this moment, we started looking at culture and narrative

change.” Another .under agreed. “[Since Trump] there is renewed interest among .unders

around immigration and narrative. A lot o. soul searching about how immigration has

become a third rail.”

A diVerent .oundation had a similar story. “We began working on this in 2016 with race/

class narrative work. We were pushing back against the narrative o. ‘white people being le.t

behind.’ We needed to win on a pro-race analysis. Don’t leave white people behind and don’t

ignore people o. color.”
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“WE ARE THIRSTY”

Across the board, from funders to practitioners, there is an eagerness to better understand

this ;eld. We were told this explicitly by almost every person we spoke to. In particular,

funders were interested in how other funders were handling the challenge of funding

grassroots organizations to do narrative change work. This sums it up well: “We are thirsty,

we are not the experts in this. We’re ;guring it out as we go along. There's a gap in our

capacity and knowledge in this area.”

As noted earlier, some of the funders we spoke with

consider themselves well informed about narrative change,

but most identi;ed as “still learning” and were eager to

better understand best practices and prevailing norms. A

former funder widely considered one of the founders of

the ;eld observed: “There are many [.unders] working in

narrative strategies, but .ew have been .or long.”

Other .unders are .eeling pressure to learn .rom those they have been .unding. One told us,

“much of the narrative focus has come from grantees, organizers asking about where popular

belie.s come .rom; why certain stories are dominant. [The .oundation’s] team has been

;guring out how to resource that.”

NARRATIVE CHANGE IS A LONG-TERM PROPOSITION

When we asked .unders how long they expected it to take to shi.t a narrative, most said

between ten and twenty years. A .ew described it as a “generational” eVort. None said

less than a decade. One o. the .unders who was involved in shorter term .unding stopped

supporting narrative change eVorts in part because they realized they weren’t in it .or long

enough to make a diVerence.

Despite the agreement among funders that narrative change takes time, two of the

practitioners we surveyed argued that they aren’t matching this timeline with long-term

.unding. One practitioner indicated that .unders are suVering .rom “MASSIVE near-sightedness,

not appreciating whatsoever just howmuch of a long game narrative work is (when's the last

time you worked with a progressive .oundation that committed 10 or 20 years o. investment

to a body o. work?)” The other practitioner said .unders were “not realizing the length o. time
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that using narrative to change culture takes or the scale o. investment required.” We address

this need in the ;rst “Sticky Issue” in the recommendations.

DESIRE FOR GREATER ALIGNMENT WITHIN AND ACROSS

FOUNDATIONS

We did not ;nd many .oundations with a program ofcer who was in charge o. the narrative

change port.olio .or the entire .oundation. Even .oundations that had a person with a .ocus

on narrative change often had other programs that were incorporating narrative change

strategies. O.ten the program ofcer we interviewed admitted not knowing who else was

.unding narrative work within the .oundation.

There are almost no funder tables focused solely on narrative change, although there are

several tables organized around a particular issue, like immigration or gender or climate

or health equity, that have made narrative a priority. According to .unders, communication

across tables is rare.

“I want to acknowledge that a lot happens at [this .oundation] that I don't have insight into,”

a .under told us. “We make hundreds o. grants a year, so diVerent programs may support

narrative change work I’m not aware o..” Another .under pointed out that “we have nine

diVerent .unds, so there are a variety o. things going on regarding narrative... Each has

diVerent methodologies.”

The lack of internal alignment around best practices is mirrored by divergent views about

what narrative change work is. As one .under said, “A lot o. people are saying they are

interested… but that can include a lot o. diVerent things. Messages are not the same as

changing narratives or narrative systems. In the democracy space, people use narrative as a

catch all. But developing digital outreach products isn’t a direct path to narrative change.”

This issue is addressed in one o. the reports we read. “This is not surprising in an emergent

;eld, where there are no ‘best practices’ or widely agreed upon ways o. advancing change.

The diversity o. approaches makes it difcult to tell one story about where Cali.ornia’s

narrative change capacity exists, what is needed, and how it might be strengthened.” We

do our best to consolidate some o. the most popular de;nitions and practices in the

De;nition o. Terms on page 6�o. this report.
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AUDIENCE IS EMERGING AS GREATER FOCUS

In 2014, the authors o. a Culture Group report noted: “Politics is where some of the people

are some o. the time. Culture is where most o. the people are most o. the time.” So, how do

we reach “most o. the people?”

We heard .unders and practitioners

suggest that “audience” is becoming a

greater .ocus in two ways. First, they

are being intentional about who the

stories are reaching. Second, they are

;nding ways to maximize the size o.

the audience and with it the reach of

these stories. There is a lot o. interest

in reaching “persuadable” audiences,

since narrative shi.t requires an audience that is receptive to a diVerent narrative.

Interviewees told us that not all audiences are worth our collective time. Investment in

audience segmentation has allowed impact storytellers to more eVectively target the

ideal audiences. At the same time, narrative researchers have gained a more nuanced

understanding o. how these stories are being received.

Most often, being intentional about who will be receptive to a particular narrative means

ignoring “opposition” audiences, while occasionally it means skipping over the “base” that

is already aligned. The interest in mass audiences is rooted in the belie. that narratives are

nearly invisible, embedded in our culture and media. And there.ore a success.ul shi.t can

occur only when narratives become ubiquitous.

According to a leading researcher who works with many of the foundations we interviewed,

“People in the [narrative change] space are eager .or in.o on audience.” A comprehensive

report recently commissioned by a signi;cant .under o. narrative work included this line:

“We already know a lot about audiences and measurement and “what works” — but too o.ten

that knowledge is isolated and highly academic and technical.”

One .unding collaborative has developed a narrative-shi.ting .und that requires applicants

to incorporate plans to reach mass audiences as a prerequisite to receiving support. This

represents a major step away .rom the “content ;rst, audience… last” approach, which saw

a signi;cant amount o. money being spent on content creation and very little money spent

on content delivery.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The Convergence Partnership shaped this report to reXect back to philanthropy and narrative

practitioners a collective picture of our approaches to narrative challenges related to racial justice

and health equity. We already know that getting to narrative change at the scale and sophistication

necessary to shape a just society means making long-term investments (at many orders o. magnitude

greater than currently available) in institutions, community-based organizations, individuals and

distribution plat.orms nationwide. Everything related to narrative change on issues at the heart o.

American identity needs more .unding.

The key question: how can we shape narrative strategy and investments to 9uel 9uture-oriented,

constructive organizing, policy, and power relations? In that vein, we oVer a conceptual .ramework

for thinking through narrative strategy, followed by three “sticky” problems that, if solved, could

provide leverage .or consolidating current strategies and aligning investments.

?�Eq‘ldvnqj�
Seeking a way to categorize narrative approaches, we see that foundations have invested

heavily in one or more o. the .ollowing.

MASS
CULTURE

popular culture and
entertainment

MASS
MEDIA
journalism,

non-fction, and
analysis

MASS
MOVEMENT
organizing and

adjacent storytelling,
arts, and culture
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As was noted in the ;ndings, “creating change through interventions in Hollywood is the

most well known engagement framework,” represented here by the category of mass

culture. At the same time, the race/class narrative, which was the narrative cited most o.ten

among .unders and practitioners, has seen real success engaging the public through non-

;ction books (like Heather McGhee’s The Sum of Us: What Racism Costs Everyone and How

We Can Prosper Together) and the news media. In this .ramework, it is represented by the

category o. mass media.

Elsewhere in the ;ndings we look at community narrative power building—the eVort to

equip everyday people with the tools to make and act on narrative decisions. While there is

deep commitment to investing in this approach, represented here by the mass movement

category, there are also complications. Fleshing out how narrative change can be (and

has been) achieved through mass movements is part o. the work in .ront o. us. Regional

foundations and grassroots organizations have a major role to play here, given their

proximity to community-based movement work.

We will not make signi;cant change without building all three kinds o. narrative power,

hope.ully operating in concert with each other .or maximum impact. Our audiences

should not be able to go anywhere without encountering our ideas and stories. That kind

of saturation, combined with clear paths to action, will change the environment and make

more ambitious policy achievable and enduring.
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A quantitative analysis of how much funding goes

to which strategy is beyond the scope o. this report.

But it’s not beyond the scope o. each individual

.oundation or .under table. A simple literature

review suggests that mass culture and mass media

receive the largest share o. narrative investments.

Certainly these are the most visible of the three,

documented through research and with clearly

identi;able national leaders.

We point this out not to argue .or rebalancing

investments (because all three need expansion) or

for redundant funder tables, but to give foundations a framework through which to clarify

their own approaches to narrative change. “I. we .und x, y will happen.” Deciding which

categories o. mass engagement a .oundation will invest in is a complex alignment process,

but we need to do it. Grantees and social movement strategists are making the same

calculations based on their interests and their own power analysis. While any individual

.oundation can .ocus anywhere, we humbly suggest that part o. philanthropy’s role here is

to ensure that the entire ecosystem is robustly .unded.

To that end, we encountered three especially challenging debates in the current landscape.

If we, funders and practitioners concerned with racial justice and health equity, could resolve

these questions, we could ease the path to greater investment and more investors.

There is a lack o9 clarity in the relationship between strategic communications

and long-term narrative change to enable greater alignment among

practitioners, researchers, and 9unders. The ;rst is a short-term approach,

o.ten driven by legislative timelines. The second is a long-term approach. Ideally,

as one intermediary told us, people making short-term decisions would do it

with the long-term in mind, and vice versa. Narrative change strategies simply

won’t take oV i. they’re not reading the strategic communications room. Strategic

communications will always be limited by its inability to change or at least contest

the dominant ideas shaping the society. Putting some energy into ;guring out how

these two pieces o. the ecosystem ;t together would also enable better case-

making .or all three elements o. this .ramework.
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Strategic Communications Narrative Change

Time bound 6months to 3 years Decades broken into smaller chunks

Attached to current policy processes
and demands

Can infuence policies but tries to create a new lasting
authorizing environment 6or ambitious changes

Run by communications directors, content creators
and message researchers

Led by everyday narrators, long term strategists
and organizers

Based on currently shared values Tries to elevate or establish new values, and get
them shared

Is one social change strategy among others, including
advocacy, organizing, and cultural change

Helps shape storytelling across all social change
strategies, including communications

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATIONS vs NARRATIVE CHANGE

Narrative landscapes andmodels need to bemade available in accessible

9ormats 9or 9aster replication, with a 9ocus onmoving, neutralizing or

challenging particular audiences. There’s a lot o. overlap among narrative threads

that come into play across issues and communities. Individualism vs collectivism,

sel.-reliance vs. community care, and similar thematic conXicts arise repeatedly.

Landing on “the narrative we’re trying to move” is a bear .or most practitioners. To

help speed up narrative alignment processes we need narrative modeling that allows

strategists to avoid reinventing the wheel.

1

Measuring e<ectiveness: There is now a large body of research on the impact of

television shows, documentary ;lms, and news coverage on the public perception

o. particular people or communities (e.g.: immigrants, LGBTQ people, victims o.

police violence). But there are other mass culture andmassmedia spaces where

narrative interventions are less well studied (e.g.: gaming, books, music), while the

massmovement strategy has only themost nascent set o. metrics emerging. The ;eld

would bene;t .rom serious, .ast-moving, iterative, well-documented experiments that

answer the question, “How dowe know it’s working?”We should count the number o.

skilled narrators in many diVerent arenas, recast particular constituencies and players

from the traditional narrative, andmeasure the seeding of movement concepts into

mainstream culture or media.

2
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METHODOLOGY
Our methodology included interviews with more than twenty .oundations and .under

collaborative staV, a survey that went to leading intermediary practitioners, and .ollow up

interviews with three intermediaries. We also reviewed several reports that explored similar

issues. We started by identi.ying the .oundations that were actively pursuing health equity

and racial justice, or related “social determinants o. health” issues, including aVordable

housing or immigration. We interviewed twenty philanthropies o. varying sizes and locations,

including a .ew local or regional .oundations. See list in appendix.

Several of these foundations were local or regional to the Midwest and the South, helping us

reach beyond the national centers on the coasts for a more diverse picture of how narrative

strategy plays out in communities themselves. These .oundations are interested in saturating

narratives, but their unit o. change might be as small as a neighborhood. For example, i.

enough neighborhoods in a city were to adopt a theme like “we keep us safe,” it would result

in mass engagement.

Our interview protocol and survey were designed to uncover the issues worked on, the

de;nitions in use, what drove .oundations to incorporate or drop narrative change as a

strategy, and what they’ve .ound rewarding or challenging. With intermediaries, we created

a survey asking about their observations o. the narrative change ;eld, who .unds their

work with diVerent parts o. the organizing or advocacy ecosystem, and their perspective

on how .oundations have approached narrative change. We interviewed a small number

o. intermediaries to go deeper on these questions. The vast majority o. interviews were

conducted by at least two people on the research team. We recorded all interviews, and

participants were assured o. anonymity. See protocol and survey questions in the appendix.

The Narrative Initiative network team then sorted and organized themes and quotes from

the interview notes to create an initial set o. ;ndings. They dra.ted those and reviewed them

with the Convergence Partnership staV and steering committee, received their .eedback to

shape the recommendations and produced the ;nal copy.
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?oodmchw�?8�Entmc‘shnmr�Gmsdquhdvdc

Ford Foundation

Conrad Hilton Foundation

JPB Foundation

Kansas Health Foundation

Kresge Foundation

Open Society Foundations

The Cali9ornia Endowment

Unbound Philanthropy

APPENDICES
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?oodmchw�A8�S‘akdr�‘mc�Etmcdq�Bnkk‘anq‘shudr�
Gmsdquhdvdc

CA Funders 9or Boys andMen o9 Color

Cali9ornia Gender Justice Funder Collaborative

Collaborative 9or Gender and Reproductive Equity

Four Freedoms Fund

Funders 9or Housing andOpportunity

Grantmakers in Health

Grantmakers in the Arts

International Resource 9or Impact and Storytelling

Justice Funders

Narrative Change Action Table (housed at Executives Alliance 9or Boys andMen o9 Color)

Pop Culture Collaborative

Racial Equity in Journalism Fund at Borealis Philanthropy

Solidaire Network

Women’s Funding Network, EconomicMobility Action Network
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Center 9or Cultural Power

Center 9or Story Based Strategy

Culture Surge

Frameworks

Goodwin Simon

Harmony Labs

Jumpslide Strategies

LizManne Strategy

Moore + Associates

Narrative Arts

Narrative Initiative *

ORS Impact

Reframe

TheOpportunity Agenda
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9 �FOR TABLE PARTICIPANTS AND STAFF

When did narrative change become a priority?What was the rationale 9or adding

it to your priorities?Were any other 9unding strategies downgraded at the same

time?

How do you de6ne “narrative” and “narrative change?”What’s your theory o9

narrative change and where did it come 9rom?What is an example you would use to

describe the kind o9 narrative change you are seeking? Are you 9ocused on shi9ting

a single narrative or multiple narratives?

Are there particular 9rameworks or methodologies you apply to narrative work?

What are they and where did they come 9rom?

What are your evaluation standards 9or narrative change work?Where did they

come 9rom?

How long do you imagine narrative work takes? Amonth, a year, a generation?

How does your approach refect this?

What tools are you using to create narrative change? Are you 9unding narrative

change work among your grantees? Providing grantees with expert practitioners?

Do you speak publicly as an institution? I9 so, has your approach to narrative

change impacted your public voice/institutional messaging? I9 so, how?

How should narrative change work relate to other social change tactics, like

organizing and advocacy? How should narrative change work relate tomessaging

and communications?What do you do to encourage this?

99 � FOR FOUNDATIONS

What are the issues your 9oundation works on?

What is your de6nition o9 narrative, narrative change, and narrative strategy or
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narrative?What does it include/exclude?

Which experts on narrative do you work with?

Tell us about the development o9 your narrative strategy.When did you start?

What was the rationale 9or digging in?

What tables or networks are you part o9 that have prioritized narrative as one o9

their 9unding areas?

Do youmake grants related to narrative development or execution? I9 yes, can you

share three grantees in which you are signi6cantly invested?

999 �FOR PRACTITIONERS

Are there particular 9rameworks or methodologies you apply to narrative work?

What are they and where did they come 9rom?What is your de6nition o9 narrative

strategy?What does it include/exclude?

When do you know it’s working?What are your evaluation standards 9or narrative

change work?Where did they come 9rom?

How long do you imagine narrative work takes? Amonth, a year, a generation?

How does your approach refect this view o9 time?

Who are you working with? How do you de6ne working relationships (eg partners,

clients, constituents) ?

What is your role in the narrative development o9 that sector? (eg training,

consulting, implementing, direct, intermediary)

How are your engagements paid 9or (grants, work 9or hire)?

Who are your top 9unders?

What narrative capacities do you think are strong in the sector?

What narrative capacities need to be built?

How do you think philanthropy is doing?
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9I � PRACTITIONER SURVEY QUESTIONS

1. Your name

2. Your organization and its role

3. Your roles

¨ Content creator

¨ Trainer

¨ Strategist/impact producer

¨ Communications staV or consultant

¨ Researcher

4.What elements o9 narrative strategy do you work on?

¨ Narrative landscape assessment

¨ Narrative infrastructure or capacity assessment

¨ Building organizational capacity

¨ Connecting activists and creatives

¨ Crafting narrative strategy

¨ Crafting strategic communications

¨ Content creation

¨ Translating narratives into messaging or stories

¨ Audience Research

¨ Impact Research

¨ Content/Message Testing

¨ Evaluation o. efcacy o. narrative change eVorts

¨ Other:

5.What is your approach to narrative work? OrWhat is the lineage o9 your

narrative approach?

¨ Organizing grounded narrative strategy

¨ Pop culture

¨ Public narrative

¨ Race/Class narrative

Potentiall—more words in question—approach, lineage, .rameworks,

methodologies used, whose .oundational texts/ideas do you rely on.
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6.What are the issues you/your organization currently work on? (Check as many as

apply)

¨ Economy: Labor, Public Bene;ts

¨ Health/healthcare

¨ Housing

¨ Environment/Climate/ Climate justice

¨ Food

¨ Transportation

¨ Care work

¨ Criminal justice/abolition

¨ War/militarism

¨ Foreign policy

¨ Education

¨ Voting rights

¨ Immigration

¨ Racial justice broadly/multi issue

¨ Abortion/reproductive justice

¨ Women's rights

¨ LGBTIQ rights

¨ Indigenous sovereignty

¨ Corporate controls/ accountability

¨ Campaign ;nance

¨ Digital privacy/ Security

¨ Mis- / Dis-in.ormation

¨ Freedom of the press/ Journalism

¨ Other:

7. Drop in your de6nition o9 narrative here:

8. How do you sustain the work 6nancially?

¨ Foundation grants

¨ Foundation contracts

¨ Earned revenue/contracts .rom organizations

¨ Small individual donors or membership

¨ Large individual donors

8. Are you part o9 any narrative collaborations or coalitions or tables that hold key

narrative goals? Please list.
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9. I9 9oundations are part o9 your 6nancial model, please answer 9ollowing:

Who are your top .unders .or narrative work

¨ Ford

¨ OSF

¨ Robert Wood Johnson

¨ Cali.ornia Wellness

¨ MacArthur

¨ Gates

¨ Hewlett

¨ Nathan Cummings

¨ Andrew Mellon

¨ Surdna

¨ Other:

Do you raise general support or project money?

¨ More general support

¨ More project grants

10.What do you see as narrative strengths o9 themovements you work with?

¨ Great narrators

¨ Clear social change goals

¨ Great stories

¨ Clear strategy

¨ Long term

¨ Other, please list

11.What do you see as narrative weaknesses o9 themovements you work with?

¨ Weak/ no narrative alignment

¨ Hard to ;t into timescale o. campaigning

¨ It’s nobody’s job

¨ No clear value to narrative investments

¨ No story collection mechanism

¨ Siloing of narrative /programs / organizing/ comms work

¨ Other please list




