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The Hidden Power of Villains in Nonprofit Stories 

How to Use Conflict to Drive Donor Engagement 

 

Many nonprofit professionals hesitate to incorporate "villains" into their stories, fearing it 
might seem too negative or confrontational. But just like in movies, villains play a crucial role in 
creating tension, highlighting stakes, and making the story compelling.  

In nonprofit storytelling, a villain doesn’t have to be a person—it can be a problem, an injustice, 
a broken system, or even time running out.  

Identifying the right kind of villain can sharpen your story’s impact and make donors feel more 
invested in becoming the hero who defeats the villain. 

Here are the different sections in this little guide on villains: 

1. Why Your Story Needs a Villain 

2. Types of Villains in Nonprofit Stories 

3. How to Use Villains Effectively in Fundraising Communications 

4. Swipe File – Plug-and-Play Villain Examples 

5. Quick Tips for Identifying Your Villain 

 

Part 1: Why Your Story Needs a Villain 

 
1. Villains Create Conflict   

Conflict is the heart of any good story. Without it, there’s no reason for the donor to step in. 
The villain is what stands between your beneficiary and a better life, between the problem and 
the solution. 
 

2. Villains Clarify the Stakes   

By naming the villain, you clarify what’s at risk. This helps donors understand why their help is 
urgently needed. 

  

https://nonprofitstorytellingconference.com/


© Nonprofit Storytelling Conference - npstory.com 
 

2 

3. Villains Give Donors a Role   

When there’s a clear villain, donors can see how their actions directly contribute to overcoming 
it. This makes them feel like a hero in the story. 

 

Part 2: Types of Villains in Nonprofit Stories 

1. The Obvious Villain (Person or Entity)   

• Example: A corrupt landlord evicting low-income families.   
• Copy Example: “When Mr. Grayson jacked up the rent overnight, single moms like 

Jessica were left scrambling to keep a roof over their kids' heads.” 
 

2. The Systemic Villain (Broken Systems or Policies)   

• Example: A flawed healthcare system that leaves people without access to life-saving 
treatments.   

• Copy Example: “Every day, families like the Johnsons are forced to choose between 
groceries and the medication that keeps their son alive—because the system has failed 
them.” 
 

3. The Abstract Villain (Poverty, Hunger, Illness)   

• Example: The ongoing challenge of childhood hunger.   
• Copy Example: “Hunger doesn’t take a day off. For kids like Liam, summer isn’t a 

break—it’s three months without a guaranteed meal.” 

 

4. The Time Villain (Urgency & Deadlines)   

• Example: A deadline to fund a scholarship before the semester starts.   
• Copy Example: “In just 5 days, Sarah will have to drop out of college unless we step in.” 
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5. The Hidden Villain (Misconceptions, Ignorance, or Silence)   

• Example: The belief that homelessness only affects people with poor life choices.   
• Copy Example: “Many believe homelessness only happens to people who make bad 

choices. But for John, it took just one medical emergency and a missed paycheck to lose 
everything. He never saw it coming—and neither would you.” 

 

Part 3: How to Use Villains Effectively in Fundraising Communications 

1. Balance the Villain with Hope   

Always pair the villain with a clear, hopeful path forward that the donor can be part of. The goal 
isn’t to overwhelm with negativity but to highlight the problem so the donor can see how they 
can help solve it. 
 

2. Make the Donor the Hero   

While the villain creates the conflict, your donor is the one who steps in to save the day. Frame 
the story so the donor feels empowered to defeat the villain. 

Example Transition:   

“But there’s good news—YOU can stop this. Your gift today will ensure that no child in 
our community goes to bed hungry.” 
 

3. Use Specific Details, Not Overgeneralizations   

Instead of saying “poverty is the villain,” tell a specific story that embodies that villain, making it 
real and tangible. 
 

4. Avoid Over-Vilifying   

Be careful not to demonize in a way that feels heavy-handed or polarizing. Especially when 
dealing with sensitive topics, focus on the problem itself rather than assigning blame to an 
individual unless appropriate. 
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Part 4: Swipe File – Plug-and-Play Villain Examples 

1. Educational Organizations:   

• Villain: The digital divide preventing equal access to education.   
• Copy Example: “The digital divide isn’t just a buzzword—it’s the reason 10-year-old Alex 

can’t do his homework. But with your help, we can put a computer in his hands before 
the next school year starts.” 
 

2. Health and Medical Organizations:   

• Villain: Delayed access to life-saving treatments.   
• Copy Example: “Cancer doesn’t wait. Every minute that goes by, more kids like Emma 

lose the fight because they can’t access treatment in time. But you can stop that clock.” 
 

3. Environmental and Conservation Organizations:   

• Villain: Pollution damaging natural ecosystems.   
• Copy Example: “Pollution is suffocating our rivers. But with your help, we can clean up 

100 miles of waterways before it’s too late.” 
 

4. Arts and Cultural Organizations:   

• Villain: Budget cuts threatening arts education and cultural programs.   
• Copy Example: “Budget cuts are silencing the voices of young artists like Maya. But with 

your support, we can keep the arts alive in our schools and communities.” 
 

5. Advocacy and Human Rights Organizations:   

• Villain: Systemic discrimination and social injustice.   
• Copy Example: “Discrimination isn’t just a word—it’s the daily reality for people like Luis, 

who are denied basic rights. But your gift can fight back against injustice.” 
 

6. Religious and Faith-based Organizations:   

• Villain: Hunger and spiritual hopelessness in struggling communities.   
• Copy Example: “Hunger and hopelessness have taken hold of families in our community. 

But through faith and your support, we can provide both nourishment and hope.” 
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7. Professional and Trade Associations:   

• Villain: Outdated industry standards limiting career advancement.   
• Copy Example: “Outdated industry standards are holding back talented professionals 

like Sarah from advancing in their careers. Your support helps us advocate for fair 
opportunities.” 
 

8. Social and Community Service Organizations:   

• Villain: Rising housing costs displacing vulnerable families.   
• Copy Example: “Families like the Browns are being priced out of safe housing by rising 

rents. But your donation can provide shelter and stability.” 
 

9. Philanthropic Foundations:   

• Villain: Lack of funding delaying critical progress.   
• Copy Example: “Lack of funding is stalling critical research that could change lives. But 

your grant can bridge that gap and accelerate progress.” 
 

10. Animal Organizations:   

• Villain: Abandonment and neglect of animals.   
• Copy Example: “Abandonment left Max shivering on the streets, hungry and scared. But 

your gift will give him the warm, loving home he deserves.” 

 

Part 5: Quick Tips for Identifying Your Villain 

• Ask yourself: What is standing in the way of the change we want to see? 
• Is the villain a person, a system, an idea, or time itself? 
• Does the villain create urgency or emotional investment? 
• How can we present the villain without overwhelming the donor? 

Don’t shy away from using villains in your nonprofit storytelling.  

Done right, they create tension, clarify the stakes, and invite donors to become the hero. 
Remember, the goal is to make donors feel like their gift is the pivotal force that defeats the 
villain and changes the story’s outcome.  
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Ready to Dive Deeper into Nonprofit Storytelling?   

Join us at the Nonprofit Storytelling Conference where you’ll learn advanced techniques for 
harnessing the power of storytelling—including how to effectively use villains to drive donor 
engagement.  

At the conference, you'll learn: 

• How to craft stories that make donors feel like heroes. 
• Techniques to uncover compelling stories within your organization. 
• Strategies to connect with donors on a deeper emotional level. 

You'll leave with practical tools, insider tips from top experts, and a community of nonprofit 
professionals dedicated to making a bigger impact. 

Ready to transform your fundraising?  

Join us at the Nonprofit Storytelling Conference and learn how to make your stories 
unforgettable. 

To learn more, go to h`ps://nonprofitstorytellingconference.com  
 
 
If you found this guide helpful, please forward it to a friend. 
 
 

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

 
h`ps://nonprofitstorytellingconference.com 
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