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Storytelling is at the heart of impactful donor communications.

Whether you’re crafting appeals, emails, event invitations, or other outreach, the right opener
can draw readers into your story. This guide will help you create storytelling openers that:

e Drop donors into the middle of a compelling story or conversation
e Spark curiosity, urgency, and emotional connection
e Set the stage for copy that follows through on the promise of the opener

The following storytelling openers and templates are rooted in techniques proven to grab
attention and spark connection. Use them the way they are, or feel free to modify them to
better fit your purpose.

If you're unsure how they might resonate with your audience, start by testing a few. A/B test
different subject lines in your emails or try a bold teaser on your next direct mail piece. Dive in
and see how storytelling can transform your donor engagement!

Why Storytelling Openers Work

1. They Create Curiosity:
Openers that start mid-story or mid-action make readers feel like they’re catching
something important.

2. They Signal Urgency:
Beginning in the middle of the action conveys immediacy, pulling donors to act.

3. They Tap Into Emotion:
Whether it’s joy, frustration, or anticipation, emotional resonance compels readers to
engage further.

4. They Begin a Story:

Humans are hardwired to seek narrative closure. If a opener hints at a story, readers will
want to know what happens next.
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When to Use Storytelling Openers

Here’s how and where these openers fit into various nonprofit communications. Remember, the
goal is to engage your audience immediately and draw them deeper into your message.

1. Email Subject Lines
e Purpose: To stand out in crowded inboxes and increase email open rates.
e Best Practices:
o Use short, punchy phrases that spark curiosity or emotion.
o Test different openers with A/B testing to see what resonates with your
audience.
o Example: “We Almost Gave Up. Here’s Why We Didn’t.”

2. Direct Mail Teasers
e Purpose: To entice recipients to open your envelope.
e Best Practices:
o Place openers on the envelope flap or front cover.
o Use bold fonts or colors to make the opener stand out.
o Example: “This AlImost Didn’t Happen.”

3. Social Media Posts
e Purpose: To grab attention quickly as users scroll through their feeds.
e Best Practices:
o Pair the opener with a striking image or short video.
o Use hashtags or tags to increase visibility.
o Example: “She Turned Around, And Everything Changed.”

4. Event Invitations
e Purpose: To create excitement and a sense of urgency about your event.
e Best Practices:
o Highlight what makes the event unique or impactful.
o Use the opener to hint at a transformative experience.
o Example: “This Was the Moment of Truth.”

5. Donation Landing Pages
e Purpose: To keep donors engaged long enough to complete their donation.
e Best Practices:
o Match the opener with the tone and theme of your campaign.
o Reinforce the story throughout the page to maintain continuity.
o Example: “You Made This Possible... But There’s More Work to Be Done.”
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Additional Tips:

e Always test your openers in context. What works for an email might not work for a social
media post.

e Track performance metrics (e.g., open rates, click-through rates, conversions) to refine
your approach.

e Remember that consistency matters. Ensure the story hinted at in the opener aligns with
the tone and content that follows.

Templates, Examples, and Application
Category 1: Emotional Reactions

Examples:

. “My Heart Sank... And Then You Stepped In.”
. “l Was Speechless. Here’s Why.”

. “Ugh, We Were So Close.”

. “Yes! Finally, It Happened.”

. “That’s Not How It Was Supposed to Go.”

. “No Way. This Is Unreal.”

. “Are You Sitting Down? You’ll Want To.”

. “Oh No. Not Again.”

. “Well, That Escalated Quickly.”

. “This Changes Everything.”

. “I Should Have Seen It Coming.”

. “We Couldn’t Believe What Happened Next.”
. “Finally, A Breakthrough.”

. “Wow. Just Wow.”

. “I've Never Seen Anything Like This.”

. “This Almost Broke Us.”

. “We Were Speechless.”

. “Oops. We Didn’t Expect THIS.”

. “That Wasn’t the Plan.”

. “Wait... What Just Happened?”

. “We Were Wrong.”

. “The Moment It All Fell Apart.”

. “We Were Shocked.”

. “This AlImost Didn’t Happen.”

. “You Won’t Believe What Happened Next.
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Templates to Craft Your Own:

e “|I Never Thought I'd Say This, But [X].”
e “[Emotion]. Here’s What Happened.”
e “I Should Have Seen [X] Coming.”

Application:
Where: Email subject line or direct mail teaser.

Follow-Through Copy: Open with a personal or beneficiary story tied to the emotion.

For example, describe a beneficiary’s struggle and how the donor’s past or future gift

makes a difference. Build to a clear call to action, such as: “Will you help someone like
Maria today?”

Category 2: Mid-Action

Examples:

. “We Were Down to Our Last Meal... Until Help Arrived.”
. “She Was Running Out the Door When...”

. “We Had 10 Seconds to Decide.”

. “It Was Almost Over When...”

. “The Clock Was Ticking, And Then...”

. “Everything Changed in the Blink of an Eye.”

. “We Were Mid-Fight When the Phone Rang.”
. “Halfway Through, It All Fell Apart.”

. “Mid-Sentence, They Stopped and Stared.”

. “We Were at the Breaking Point When...”

. “She Was About to Leave When...”

. “He Opened the Door and Froze.”

. “Just When We Thought It Was Over...”

. “The Situation Took a Turn.”

. “It Was Too Late to Turn Back.”

. “The Room Went Silent.”

. “We Had Seconds to Act.”

. “She Turned Around, And Everything Changed.”
. “The Moment of Truth Was Here.”

. “They Showed Up Just in Time.”

. “This Was the Turning Point.”

. “We Were Ready to Give Up When...”

. “The Clock Was Ticking Down.”
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24.
25.

“The Crowd Was Holding Its Breath.”
“The Phone Rang, And Everything Stopped.”

Templates to Craft Your Own:

“Halfway Through [X], Everything Changed.”
“In the Middle of [X], [Surprise Event] Happened.”
“[Action]. That’s When | Knew [X].”

Application:

Where: Social media post or donation landing page.

Fo

llow-Through Copy: Immediately describe the moment of crisis and how donor action

(past or future) directly impacts the outcome. Add vivid imagery and keep the donor’s

rol

e front and center: “Your gift ensures no family faces hunger alone.”

Category 3: Unexpected Outcomes

Examples:
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. “They Said It Couldn’t Be Done. You Proved Them Wrong.”

. “We Did Everything Right... And It Still Failed.”

. “l Was Sure It Would Work. | Was Wrong.”

. “The Plan Was Flawless—Until It Wasn’t.”

. “We Got Exactly What We Wanted—Sort Of.”

. “It Shouldn’t Have Worked. But It Did.”

. “They Promised Success. They Delivered Chaos.”

. “We Thought We Were Finished. Turns Out, We Were Just Starting.”
. “We Almost Quit Right Before It Worked.”

. “They Said It Was Impossible. It Wasn’t.”

. “We Couldn’t Believe The Results.”

. “Against All Odds, It Happened.”

. “We Were Blown Away by What Happened Next.”
. “What We Planned for Didn’t Matter in the End.”
. “We Got More Than We Bargained For.”

. “It Looked Like It Would Fail... Until It Didn’t.”

. “We Expected [X]. What We Got Was [Y].”

. “We Took a Risk. And It Paid Off.”
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19. “It Wasn’t Supposed to Work. But It Did.”

20. “Everything Went Wrong. Except One Thing.”

21. “We Learned a Hard Lesson—But It Changed Everything.”
22. “The Biggest Surprise of the Year.”

23. “We Were Ready to Walk Away. Then This Happened.”
24. “What Happened Next Was Unbelievable.”

25. “We Took the Leap. And Here’s What Happened.”

Templates to Craft Your Own:

e “| Thought [X] Would Happen. | Was Wrong.”
e “We Planned for [X]. What We Got Was [Y].”
e “[X] Worked, But Not Like You’d Think.”

Application:
Where: Email or direct mail appeal.

Follow-Through Copy: Share a story of an unexpected but positive outcome—like a
program exceeding its goal because of donor support. End by inviting donors to be part
of the next great success.

Category 4: Confessions or Secrets
Examples:

. “l Was Too Afraid to Tell You Until Now.”

. “We Almost Didn’t Share This.”

. “Here’s the Real Story Behind [X].”

. “I've Been Keeping This Secret for Years.”

. “You Deserve to Know the Truth About [X].”

. “I Should Have Told You This Sooner.”

. “Nobody Knows What Really Happened That Day.”

. “ Was Ashamed of What Happened. Until Now.”

. “I'll Never Forget What They Said.”

. “Here’s What Really Went Down.”

. “I Can’t Believe I’'m Telling You This.”

. “We Hid This From Everyone, But It’s Time to Share.”
. “I Didn’t Think You’d Want to Know. | Was Wrong.”
. “It Was Our Closest Kept Secret.”
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15. “They Said | Shouldn’t Say This, But | Will.”
16. “This Is the Truth About What Happened.”
17. “I've Been Waiting to Share This With You.”
18. “This Was Hard to Admit.”

19. “The Story You Haven’t Heard Yet.”

20. “This Is What We’ve Been Afraid to Say.”
21. “It’s Time to Reveal the Truth.”

22. “We Can’t Keep This Quiet Any Longer.”
23. “I Have Something to Confess.”

24. “This Is the Missing Piece of the Story.”
25. “What You Didn’t Know About [X].”

Templates to Craft Your Own:

e “I Never Wanted to Admit This, But [X].”
e “What | Haven’t Told You About [X].”
e “They Told Me to Keep It Quiet, But [X].”

Application:
Where: Event invitation, social media post, or appeal email.

Follow-Through Copy: Be transparent and authentic. Share a challenge your
organization faced, a mistake that was made, or a powerful transformation. Ensure the
donor feels empowered to be part of the resolution or next step. Highlight their role as a
hero in the unfolding story.

Category 5: Urgent Decisions

Examples:

. “We Had 24 Hours to Save the Shelter.”

. “The Clock Was Ticking, and We Had to Act.”

. “With Minutes to Spare, Everything Changed.”

. “The Hardest Decision We’ve Ever Had to Make.”
. “It All Came Down to This Moment.”

. “We Couldn’t Waste Another Second.”

. “She Had to Choose. And Fast.”

. “This Was the Defining Moment.”

. “We Had One Hour to Make a Difference.”

10. “It Was Now or Never.”
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11. “The Next Five Minutes Would Change Everything.”
12. “We Had No Time to Waste.”

13. “Every Second Counted.”

14. “We Were Running Out of Options.”

15. “A Life Was at Stake, and We Had to Act Fast.”

16. “We Couldn’t Let This Opportunity Slip Away.”
17. “She Made the Choice That Changed Everything.”
18. “Time Was Against Us.”

19. “There Was No Turning Back.”

20. “We Were Running Out of Time.”

21. “The Window Was Closing Quickly.”

22. “We Had No Other Options Left.”

23. “This Was the Moment of Truth.”

24. “Every Moment Mattered.”

25. “We Had to Decide Right Then and There.”

Templates to Craft Your Own:

e “We Had [Time] to Make a Choice, and Here’s What Happened.”
e “Everything Hinged on [X]. We Had to Decide Quickly.”
e “[X] Was at Stake, and the Clock Was Ticking.”

Application:
Where: Year-end campaign email, Giving Tuesday post, or urgent appeal letter.
Follow-Through Copy: Describe the critical situation that required a fast decision.
Emphasize the donor's role in helping during these pivotal moments, and include a clear,

time-sensitive call to action such as, “Your gift today ensures we can respond
immediately to emergencies like this.”

Get help raising more money. Come to the Nonprofit Storytelling
Conference. For more information, go to:

https://nonprofitstorytellingconference.com
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