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Building a Story

1. Story ….

…. and story is your starting point. The media is primarily looking for stories – rather than abstract ideas, sets of statistics, reports, facts etc. You can of course incorporate all these things, in fact they are often vital for fleshing out your story – but story is generally the starting point. 

A story has a narrative element: it starts in one place and takes you to another. It illustrates a particular point or condition, and in doing so it brings it to life – catches the interest and the imagination. Many people working in the Third Sector already know the value of case studies, and how these stories are very effective ways of illustrating both an area of need and the work of an organisation. 

What would you rather read – a set of statistics about homelessness in Britain before and after the work of a particular charity, or the case of a young woman who became homeless, lived on friend’s sofas and on the streets, and was then supported by the charity to get a place to live –from which many other things came together ?  A story can illustrate many aspects of an issue – it also has what the media is ever-hungry for: human interest
2. Timing
Timing comes in 2 parts: logistical and tied.
Logistical timing is about avoiding or coinciding with dates and events. Eg if you are planning on an education story, check half terms and longer school holidays, so that you don’t lose your key speakers. When planning when to release a story you need to think about various practical things eg the work patterns /availability of those involved. 
Tied/ pegged stories are those which you are linking to a generic event eg this year a major event is the Rio Olympics. The plus side of putting out sports stories during this period is that everyone is talking about sport, but the down side is that there will be so many sports stories it may be hard to get yours noticed. This is where Social Value can help – if you are a charity working with the elderly which has uncovered that through your programmes you have got 20% of your over-60s members to engage with sport – that is a great sport story because it has a new and different angle. The media is always looking for new angles, and especially at a time when there is competitive sport overkill. So your story about hurdling for 70 year olds could make the cut during the Olympic period.

3. Angle

Every story has an angle  - this is the way you frame a story, the lense through which you present it. A good current example of this is the story of OJ Simpson, a dramatisation of which is being shown on TV at the moment.

You will know that OJ Simpson is an ex-US football player – a big star in the 1990’s, who was accused of murdering his ex wife and her friend. It’s worth thinking about this as it was one of the biggest crime / media stories in the second part of the 20th century. It literally gripped the world – and if you want to unpack the elements of what makes a human interest story, many of them are here. The point here is that it is such a rich story that it presents many angles – so that you’ve got basically the same story, but you could tell it from many different angles. Here are some - Race, violence against women, violence in sports stars, the lives of retired sports stars, celebrity and justice, money and justice, the US legal system, how the mighty are fallen, not forgetting – the rise of the Kardashians, the beginngs of 21st century celebrity obsession etc etc
So – you need to chose an angle and keep clearly to that. It doesn’t mean you have to loose the other elements (ie if you chose gender it doesn’t mean you lose race. This is the beauty of a story as opposed to a set of facts), but you do need to keep a clear angle. 

4.  Main Point
Your main point (which is also your conclusion) is related to your angle eg if your main point about the OJ Simpson story is that the US justice system is racist, then race would be your angle. Or if your main point is about women suffering domestic violence at the hands of men, then gender would be your angle. It’s helpful to have a clear main point/conclusion and angle as it provides a clarity of direction and helps you focus down on what is important to your story. Inevitably there will be some aspects of your story that you will have to drop to keep focus – but this is always the case. If you are really reluctant to let go – keep a running note of the things you drop and return to them at a later date

5. USP

In putting your story together you also need to make sure it has it’s own Unique Selling Point – something that is new, previously unseen, unique or unusual in some way. Again this is where Social Value is a bonus, as it helps unearth unusual and unique stories. 
6. 5 W’s

Known as the 5 w’s – one begins with H – so I don’t k now how that happened! Anyway these are the points you need to check that you’ve covered within your story:
Who, What When Where and How

When you are close to a story it’s easy to miss out vital parts of the narrative because you know it so well. If you make sure you’ve covered these 5 key areas, this will help ensure that your story hangs together and makes sense to outsiders.
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