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Introduction
Think of your life. Think of all the things you have learned. Think of all the places you
have been and all the people you have met. Think of what has shaped you to like, think and do
the things you do. Memories are remembered through stories, not information (Guber, 2011).
Human memory is story-based (Schank, 1999). As a story is being told, our minds associate
externalities with individual and personal narratives that can be triggered by a specific location,
word, object, song, you name it (Schank, 1999). The more the mind connects, the more the
memories, the more we feel, and the more we are likely to empathize. Scientific evidence has
shown that attaining knowledge through narrative imagery activates the visual cortex in our
minds, enabling us to literally see and feel something as if it was our own experience (Schank,
1999). In other words, in the brain, a picture literally can contain a thousand words (Guber,
2011).
The question is, can public relations and its function in society benefit from this? As
Heath (2000) claimed, “Society has a narrative past that gives a sense of what is good about
society and what needs change. Public relations add values to the narrative of society as it carves
out meaning and encourages others to adopt that meaning” (pg. 85). Although building and
maintaining mutually beneficial relationships is the ultimate goal of public relations, textbooks
mention very little on how to use narratives to do so (Kent, 2015).
Nonprofit strategic communication has largely followed a trend that explores, by means
of direct mention to fundraising needs and calls for donations, the use of facts and figures, and
third person narratives, sometimes even through the voice of celebrities. It is easy to imagine the
beginning of a clip where a narrator states horrific facts while a tragically intense melody plays
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in the background, and images of starving kids in Africa, villages with poor or no sanitary
conditions and crowded beds in a chaotic and dirty hospitals reel on the screen. Apart from the
possible ethical questions that can arise from such decontextualized, distant and impersonal
accounts and imageries of vulnerable populations, little has been researched and discussed about
the effectiveness of this method in bringing about empathy, a sustainable affiliation and
commitment to the cause.
In “The Utility of Exemplars in Persuasive Communications”, Brosious & Bathelt (1994)
distinguish two ways of transmitting messages through media: base-rate or vivid. Facts,
percentages, probabilities and so on, account for base-rate communication. Vivid
communication, on the other hand, is (a) “emotionally interesting”, (b) “concrete and imageryprovoking” and (c) “proximate in a sensory, temporal or spatial way” (Brosious & Bathelt, 1994,
pg.49). The hypothesis of the study, conducted in the mid 1990s, was that individuals that were
exposed to vivid communication through TV would be further impacted in judgment about social
problems than those exposed to base-rate communication through audio or print. This was
confirmed--“In light of research in social cognition, these results are not surprising. Human
beings process information, especially under conditions of low involvement, in a heuristic way,
on peripheral routes and with low attention and effort” (Brosious & Bathelt, 1994, pg.75).
This thesis intends to demonstrate, through a review of relevant academic literature and a
professional project, the strategic use of narrative, non-fiction and first-person short videos for
nonprofit organizations as an effective alternative to bring about empathy and behavioral and
social change. How can the use of such narratives be a valuable strategy to transform how we
perceive, connect, and, ultimately, help others?
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This thesis project draws upon public relations theory, including the two-way
symmetrical communications model and transportation theory, to address the current
communication activities and challenges of Women AdvaNCe. Women AdvaNCe is a
nonpartisan organization committed to delivering thoughtful knowledge, advocacy content and
building a network and community for women leaders and leaders-to-be in North Carolina. The
organization currently poses a particularly interesting challenge for a public relations
intervention. Although Women AdvaNCe has developed a constituency, it has yet to engage in
focused communication efforts that engage publics to talk amongst them and with the
organization. In that sense, the use of first-person narratives could be especially helpful, given
the naturally engaging and dialogical nature of this form of communication. This project consists
of two short, narrative, non-fiction, first-person videos to assist WomenAdvaNCe in their
communication and relationship-building efforts.
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Literature Review
The study of public relations as a strategic management function has been widely
discussed by scholars in the field of strategic communications (Grunig, 2006). In “Furnishing the
edifice: Ongoing research on public relations as a strategic management function”, Grunig
(2006) analyzed the findings of field research with Colombian farmers and the communication
strategies of organizations that aimed to benefit them. In his results, Grunig concluded that
although the organizations developed approaches that were meant to aid the farmers, the efforts
did not reflect their actual needs and wishes. Grunig (2006) believed that this disconnect was not
due to a lack of communication and cognitive skills of the farmers themselves, but instead, a lack
of the organization’s listening and dialogical skills.
When I returned to the United States from Colombia in 1969, I was convinced that most
of the failures in the communication programs of agricultural agencies in Colombia
resulted not from the backwardness or resistance of farmers, but because of the nature of
the communication programs that organizations developed to communicate with them.
Organizations that I studied were more likely to give information than to seek
information. They also were unlikely to listen to or engage in dialogue with their publics.
(Grunig, 2006, pg.155)
From this research, the symmetrical model of public relations was conceived and then
further expanded into a two-way communication model that “proposed that individuals,
organizations, and publics should use communication to adjust their ideas and behavior to those
of others rather than to try to control how others think and behave” (Grunig, 2006, p.156). With
the expansion of public relations research into complex theories, such as network theory, for
example, the use of two-way symmetrical is regarded as a solid basis for analysis and practice in
the field, with evidence from the last 20 years (Grunig, 2006).
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In light of Grunig’s (2006) conclusions, an organization should listen, give voice to, and
establish a dialogue with both the individuals and communities it is trying to serve in order to
benefit its publics. Only then will the organization be on a path toward goals and communication
strategies that address actual needs. One can argue that this is the case for Women AdvaNCe:
can the use of narratives better advance its mission and vision, as well as start to tackle some of
its challenges?
Despite significant changes and gains in the institutional politics and improvements in
political indicators of women’s empowerment, the economic inequality and social
marginalization of women has persisted and even continues to grow (Rai, 2008). The labor
market remains haunted by the gender segregation of work; women are still paid less than men.
In North Carolina, women earn 83.3 cents for every dollar earned by men (Women AdvaNCe,
2016). The social position of women is still precarious – it is estimated that one in three women,
worldwide, still experience physical or sexual violence, most often committed by an intimate
partner (Women AdvanNCe, 2016). Yet, North Carolina remains one of only 15 states that
refuse to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) (Women AdvanNCe, 2016).
Therefore, although in policy and law much advancement has been made throughout
history, discrimination is still present in public discourse and cultural fibers. How can such
subjective, yet powerful structural violence and discrimination be addressed? How can women in
North Carolina communities feel more inspired to become leaders and act? Might non-fiction;
first-person narratives function as a means for two-way symmetrical communication between
Women AdvaNCe and its publics, allowing more space for introspection, empathy, and
hopefully, motivation? If yes, how so? The following section addresses and responds to some of
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these questions by defining and describing key terms and research in the fields of public relations
and psychology.

Narrative transportation and persuasion
Transportation is a mechanism that can be defined as “the degree into which one is
absorbed into a story and its narrative entails imagery and affects focus: A convergent process,
where all mental systems and capacities become focused on events occurring in the narrative”
(Green & Brock, 2002, pg. 718). As characters and stories seem more like one’s own reality, the
boundaries of the “self” loosen up (Green, 2007, pg. 100). According to Dunlop, Wakefield, &
Kashima (2010), this occurs because narratives are able to ignite self-referencing thoughts that
consequently lead to greater empathy, less judgment, and ultimately, more positive cognitive
thoughts and emotions. Individuals are compelled into a different reality than their own through
a sensorial vehicle where they are able to experience it as their own. Transportation, therefore,
functions as a mechanism of persuasion (Braverman, 2008; Escalas, 2004; Green & Brock,
2000).
Furthermore, in seminal study on transportation and narrative, Green & Brock (2000)
assert that a key effect of narrative transportation is that “absorbed” individuals may show
impacts of the story on their real-world beliefs. In the authors’ own words,
The three premises underlying this prediction are (a) the universal human affinity for
narrative as the preferred organizing and retrieving mental structure; (b) other things
equal, narrative, more than rhetoric, can effectively marry affective and cognitive
contributions to opinion formation; and (c) attitudes based both affectively and
cognitively are more persistent. (Green & Brock, 2000, pg.719).
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After conducting three different experiments, the authors concluded that individuals who
were highly transported, compared to less transported individuals, had a better and more
positive evaluation of the story, found them more convincing and replicated the effects of
transportation on their beliefs (Green & Brock, 2000).
Because narrative transportation relies on a more complex and distinct messaging
process than cognitive elaborations (through experience as well as a merge of cognition and
affection component that logical and rhetoric lacks of), it is interesting to note that
information acquired through narratives doesn’t usually cling to individual prejudices or
preconceived ideas. For example, the rhetorical training and ability of a character to
eloquently speak would not influence a person’s empathic response to the narrative if he or
she were transported (Green & Brock, 2000). This is especially salient for organizations such
as Women AdvaNCe, seeking to reach out to individual and communities of women:
Rhetoric is much influenced by framing: For example, the impact of arguments is
affected by source credibility or perception of speaker's intent. In contrast, our findings
suggested that once a reader is rolling along with a compelling narrative, the source has
diminishing influence. In this fashion, the belief positions implied by the story might be
adopted regardless of whether they corresponded with reality. Thus, narratives might be
used to advantage by low-credible sources or by speakers who lack cogent arguments.
(Green & Brock, 2000, pg.702)

First person vs. third person narrative voice in transportation
First person narratives typically revolve around the narrator’s inner thoughts and personal
experiences. A direct rhetoric allows for experiences to be conveyed openly from the subject to
the viewer (Smita et. al, 2012). Hence, first person narrators are usually also the protagonists. In
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third person narratives, on the other hand, the narrator is usually an uninvolved person that
accounts, from an outsider’s perspective, the events of a certain protagonist or story (Segal et al.,
1997). Given the transportation and empathic abilities of narratives, can something also be said
about the types of narrative voices in a story?
The answer, according to different studies, is yes. In Segal et. al (1997), individuals
exposed to first person narratives, as compared to third person narratives, felt more identified
with the characters and were able to better comprehend their thought processes. In a similar
study, Pourgiv, Sadhighi, & Kaloorazi (2003) concluded that first person narratives were
perceived as significantly more influential than third narratives in terms of both understanding
and emotional variation. Data also shows a strong correlation between feeling compassionate
towards one unique individual and projecting that feeling towards the group that that individual
belongs to as a whole (Batson, Polycarpou, Harmon-Jones, Imhoff, Mitchener, & Bednar, 1997;
Oliver, Dillard, Bae, & Tamul 2012). These findings provide strong support for Women
AdvaNCe to explore first person narratives, especially focusing on a specific character.
Furthermore, they are especially relevant when considering Batson et. al (1997)’s two-stage
model, in which he predicted that (a) taking the perspective of stigmatized individuals evokes
feelings of compassion, which, in turn, (b) bring about more favorable attitudes toward those
groups.
The selection of first person or third person narratives is also thought to have a significant
influence on how characters make sense of their own story. In the article “The Effect of a
Narrator’s Presence on Audience Response to Character in the Staging of Narrative Literature”,
Christine Sturges (1975) brings to the surface interesting hypotheses and findings regarding how
the presence of an external narrator may have an impact on how a narrative is perceived and the
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amount to which (and the kind of) connection that is established between character and audience.
An external narrator can be defined as a third party -- someone different from the subject(s) of
the story, as compared to a first person narrator, who is the actual subject of the story. According
to Sturges, first person narration (by the subject) fosters greater empathy than third person
narration and the later can actually affect how an audience may interpret the character (s) -- “Due
to a change in point of view, a scene with a [external] narrator may include information about a
characters’ motivation and intentions which is beyond the conscious awareness of those
characters” (Sturges, 1975, pg.50). In other words, an external narrator can give us a second
point of view and an outside stand on a character, and this consequently can create
misunderstandings and detachment. In parallel, a narrator also sets a barrier between the viewer
and the character: needing a “translator” and a person to interpret concepts creates a sense of
distance between you and the other as it implies that without the presence of the narrator and a
mediator, you would not understand that other (Li, 2008).
Finally, first person narration is related to the power of dignifying, healing, and
empowering oneself by the act of telling one’s own story. The therapeutic conception of
participatory communication and video storytelling focus on the process of “allowing someone
to investigate their own reality” (Li, 2008). By formulating individual and collective histories in
the form of stories, human beings can find a way to “see themselves as through a mirror” and
learn how they are perceived by others (Li, 2008).

Overcoming resistance and behavior change
Along these lines, Oliver et. al (2012) found that there was a strong positive correlation
between attitude and intention to behave, which showed a positive correlation with actual
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behavior (Oliver et. al, 2012). Consequently, empathy is not the only direct result of
transportation and identification, but also behavior and behavioral intentions (Slater et. al 2014).
Dal Cin et. al (2004)’s article suggested a list of reasons why we should believe narrative
storytelling is a strong tool to overcome viewer’s resistance in accepting a particular idea and/or
concept. Some of her main points include: (a) “given that narratives inspire careful attention,
targeted messages are attended to that might otherwise be ignored--people generally avoid
information that is incongruous with their existing attitudes”, (b) “arguing against the “real”
experience of someone in a story is more difficult than arguing against a hypothetical situation”,
(c) “beliefs can be presented implicitly in a story, as opposed to being stated explicitly in an
argument”, (d) “when people are cognitively and emotionally invested in a story, they are left
with less ability (mental resources) or motivation to resist the targeted message”, (e) “as people
are more inclined to accept information from someone they like and feel kinship with, stories can
present messages from likable characters with whom people can relate” (Dal Cin et. al, 2004,
p.179). In addition, Slater et. al (2014) claimed that narratives not only trigger self-referent
emotions, but can also provide temporary relief from self-regulations of individual personal and
social identities, making specific attitudes more accessible. Dal Cin et al. (2004) suggest that
narratives can many times ‘slip under the radar,’ implying that individuals are often intellectually
unaware of an attempt to change their attitude, making change, ultimately, a lot more natural
than usual.
Some might argue that there is a level of manipulation involved in those effects, raising
ethical questions. However, the intention is to overcome resistance towards empathy rather than
trying to instill a particular view within the audience. In that sense, the objective is to create a
space (that was previously not there) for the viewer to start considering initial engagement. By
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witnessing a person’s life and relating to their experiences, the audience is not being convinced
of any particular idea, but instead, is given the means and necessary time and space for
introspection to form their own empathetic view on the subject. While one-way communication
aims to convince you of what I want, engagement and participation, fueled by empathy, aims to
draw on communalities between what I want and you want.
So, how would Women AdvaNCe use the resistance overcoming and behavior changing
effects of first person narratives to elevate their public relations efforts? According to recent
scholarly literature on the matter, they naturally could do so through engagement (Johnson,
2014; Kang, 2014; Taylor & Kent, 2014):
Although propaganda and asymmetrical communication are dedicated to achieving only
one goal, that of the message creator— sometimes sacrificing the truth or integrity of the
message in the process— dialogic public relations through engagement is dedicated to
truth and mutual understanding […] Apprehending the other’s reality, feeling what he
feels as nearly as possible, is the essential part of caring from the view of the one-caring.
(Taylor & Kent, 2014, pg.389)

Engagement, empowerment and community building
According to Kang (2014), these are the most prominent characteristics of the
psychological state of being engaged: (1) positive affectivity, (2) affective commitment and (3)
empowerment – “Engagement as a psychological state should embrace related concepts in the
form of absorption” (pg. 402). The similarity between what the author describes as engagement
and the effects of narrative transportation previously discussed are striking. The transportation
and identification processes that occur after being exposed to first person narratives can be
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Therefore, the literature

supports the use of first person narratives as a two-way symmetrical, engaging and “ethical way
of communication as it mitigates power relations, values individual dignity and self-worth, and
tries to involve participants in conversation and decision-making” (Taylor & Kent, 2014, pg.
390).
When publics are engaged, they are also understood as being more empowered (Kang,
2014). The more individuals are absorbed into a narrative, the more they are engaged and feel
their efforts are valuable and can make a difference. They may then be more likely to voluntarily
commit and establish a sustainable relationship with that organization and cause. According to
Kang (2014), “Organizational efforts can be most valuable when they are focused on increasing
public engagement by fostering positive feelings, affective commitment, and a sense of
empowerment via participation.” (Kang, 2014, pg. 412). As engagement is more widely
discussed and legitimized in the academic field of public relations as an ethical, two-way
symmetrical method of connecting publics, this thesis project is timely and relevant, as well as
serving as a concrete example and advocacy tool for further use of the narrative non-fiction form
by organizations committed to good public relations practices. At the same time, these
intertwined aspects of narratives and public relations organically lead to the question of what
platforms and means would the videos proposed in this project be best embedded and have most
potential for engagement?

Digital video and social sharing
More and more, the tools used to build social and brand awareness are transitioning from
traditional media to digital video (Stern, 2016). Because of the integration of content platforms
and networks, brands can share the same video, with the same link, across “social, mobile and
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traditional outlets – improving brand awareness, conversion and retention”(Stern, 2016).
Different from in-stream and display content, videos within social media channels are innately
more shareable, as users come across, understand and engage with them whilst within a wider
context of interaction (Stern, 2016).
Moreover, literature on social sharing--a strategic activity that can and is widely used
with video storytelling in public relations--is incremental to engagement and narrative effects by
enforcing community and community building. Christophe & Rimé (1997) claim that the
intensity and the degree to which we experience emotions are positively correlated with the need
to share those with others. Christophe & Rime (1997) found that exposure to the social sharing
of an emotion is emotion inducing, which leads to social sharing of the emotional narrative with
other persons. Further, experiencing social sharing induces individuals to feel more emotions and
share them with others, contributing to community-building practices (Christophe & Rimé,
1997). This finding is particularly relevant to this project, because the proposed videos are aimed
at leveraging Women AdvaNCe’s advocacy messages through social media sharing and in
community networks.

Women AdvaNCe
Women AdvaNCe is the client for this thesis project. The organization’s mission and
vision is to “provide education and constructive public dialogue to women in North Carolina
about progressive ideas and public policy initiatives, while empowering North Carolina women
by creating a network charged with progressing social change” (Our Mission | Women
AdvaNCe, 2016). The organization is a non-partisan association that is engages in activities
permissible under Internal Revenue Code section 501(c)(3), and is strictly prohibited from taking
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Specifically, it aims to advocate and educate North

Carolinian women on equal rights in the workplace, economic security, childcare, education,
healthcare and health services, leadership and voting (Our Impact | Women AdvaNCe, 2016).
Laura B. Edwards founded women AdvaNCe in 2012. Originally from North Carolina,
Laura came from a traditional, educated and wealthy family from Charlotte. As a child and
adolescent, she was influenced by an inspirational mother and moved by both the gender and
civil inequalities she saw and experienced. Later in life, Laura became involved with political
advocacy and philanthropy, and noticed, while talking to different women across the state, that
most of them were voting for policies that would ultimately go against their own interests and
were not envisioning or occupying positions of leadership in their communities. In her view, this
was mainly happening due to the lack of exposure women had to information that was
communicated in an accessible manner, women representatives and models in power and female
empowerment in general. Such realization, eventually, led her to create Women AdvaNCe.
Today, the organization is run by two full-time staff members: the Executive Director Naomi
Randolph and Communications Director Stephanie Carson, with the aid of occasional volunteers.
At present, AdvaNCe’s efforts focus on community development and participation and online
and digital engagement.

Current communication activities
Community development and participation
1. Annual Conference
Each fall, Women AdvaNCe organizes a large-scale conference. The objective of the
annual event is to bring together women leaders from around the state of North Carolina.
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Speakers and attendees are invited based on relevant themes and the organization’s staff criteria.
The conference attracts, on average, 130 people each year. Women 21 to 71 years-of-age from
Orange, Durham, Wake, Guilford, Forsyth, Robeson, New Hanover, Pitt, and Davidson counties
have attended the conference. Organizations also participate, including the Southern Oral History
Project, Anna Julia Cooper Project at Wake Forest, the North Carolina Association of Educators,
Bennet College, Wake Forest University, North Carolina State University, the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill and the Center for American Progress.

2. AdvaNCe Teams
The AdvaNCe Teams are community assembly-like meetings where women gather to
discuss issues of relevance with the goal of feeling more empowered and organized to take
action and demonstrate leadership. Typically Women AdvaNCe assigns a leader to facilitate the
meeting for each team across the state. The purpose of the AdvaNCe Teams is to start
conversation, advocacy and inspire and organize action from a grassroots perspective, while still
tackling community-specific and targeted issues. The AdvaNCe Teams are still in the early
inception phase, and the Executive Director claims it “has not reached the organization’s goals”
in terms of engagement. The organization was unable to provide information about the number
of teams at present or of the level activity by team

Online communication
1. Website
Currently, the organization’s website is used to provide general information about the
organization, host original articles, and share news. According to the Executive Director, the
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website is supposed to focus on a different topic each month. For example, “Income
Inequality” was the topic for the month of December. Information about the topic could be
found on the homepage as well as a link to an original article written by Stephanie Carson,
Director of Communications. Appendix A provides several screen captures of the home page
of the website. The most relevant tabs in the website are “Articles”, “About Women
AdvaNCe” and “Our Impact”. At present the two main functions of the website are to share
news and to serve as a repository for original articles authored by women writers on a wide
range of topics.
In addition, the website also features a section called “Women to Watch”, which
showcases personal stories of women in written, first person narrative form. The section,
however, is not evident or easy to find on the website’s pages or tabs. The only way to get to
it is by using the search engine. Therefore, the existing organization and structure of the
website considerably hinders viewer’s interactivity and experience.
2. E-mail newsletters
a) “Weekly Advance”
These newsletters are pushed out weekly and host original articles authored by womenleaders specifically for Women AdvaNCe. Articles within each newsletter do not appear to
reflect a common thread or theme. An “Upcoming Events” section is also feature at the
bottom of the newsletter (see Appendix B).
b) “Advance This”
This communication tool features first person written pieces authored by the
organization’s Executive Director (although some newsletters are not signed in the end, and
it’s not very clear who is speaking). The aim of the newsletter seems to be to communicate
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directly with the audience and create a more intimate and “informal conversation” feel. In
addition, news-related links are featured at the bottom of the newsletter. Communication is
sporadic and seems to not have a fixed chronogram of release (see Appendix C).
3. Social Media
Women AdvaNCe has a presence on Facebook and Twitter. The Facebook page has
2,780 likes and the Twitter page has 2,928 followers (as of April 1, 2017). The purpose of the
Facebook account is to embed website content and share event invites and content of interest
from other pages, new sources, and individuals, as well as provide a public forum for
interaction through post comments. The Facebook page received between one and six unique
likes-per-day from November 15 to December 15, 2016. The number of unique users sharing
stories about the page ranged from 2 to 120 for the same time period. This included liking the
page, posting to the page's timeline, and sharing one of the page posts. Additionally, user
general “viewing” reach, defined as the number of people who saw the page posts in a news
feed or on the page's timeline), is 1,000 unique users, a considerably high number (see
appendix D). Although posts are very frequent (up to six a day), likes and comments do not
typically exceed two to three per post.
To summarize, the Facebook account also could benefit from a more comprehensive
strategy, particularly one that includes video. Posts containing videos were by far the content
type with the most general unique user outreach and engagement, anecdotally, confirming the
great potential of digital videos in social media.
Twitter posts, on the other hand, are sporadic. The purpose of the Twitter account is to
create brand awareness by engaging in more fast-paced and real time conversations while
exploring hash tags, replies and retweets, for example. Although Women AdvaNCe uses
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those features in tweets, retweets and likes are very rare, and when they do occur, do not
usually surpass a rate of 2 per post (see appendix E). Like the Facebook account, Women
AdvaNCe’s twitter page does not seem to follow an apparent strategic path, theme, or
chronogram.

Analysis and recommendations
Although Women AdvaNCe is present and active in social media platforms, its strategy is
not clear. Engagement is not significant enough to energize the existing base of leaders who
already are aware of the organization to be active in generating content and connections to attract
new members. Women AdvaNCe has an opportunity to create first non-fiction narrative videos
to stimulate social sharing by the base it has already constituted. In turn, this will create more
awareness toward the organization, and its mission of inspiring current leader and possible
women-leaders-to-be in North Carolina to connect in a network towards progressing social
change.
Women AdvaNCe also needs to be more strategic in its messaging by creating a more
organized and easy way to access website and social media pages. This will help in maintaining
consistency and criteria in messages and themes, as well targeting the existing base. Finally,
more awareness will hopefully reach currently unreached communities and publics.
In sum, Women AdvaNCe would benefit from engaging

in two-way symmetrical

communications with its publics to create dialogic engagement, and eventually, real
transformative change. Notwithstanding, because the organization is still in its early years, and
has limited staff support, Women AdvaNCe has yet to undertake a comprehensive branding
assessment or develop a formal communication plan. Both staff members realize some of their
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own limitation and that, in their own words, “content needs to go beyond News and Articles (in
their own words, “strategic communication has to be less ‘newsy’”), and also bring in more
inspirational and visual work”.

Procedure
Two audiovisual pieces were created to support the communication efforts of Women
AdvaNCe.

Subjects and story choice rationale
In non-fiction storytelling it is impossible to plan exactly how a series of events is going
to turn out. However, due to the strategic purpose of the project, subjects were carefully chosen
during the pre-production phase of this project. The two women featured in the videos, Nashonda
Cooke and Laura Edwards, demonstrate leadership despite hardships and are part of different
networks of women in North Carolina that have the desire for connection and moving forward
women’s and social justice issues.
Video 1 - Laura B. Edwards / Founder, Women AdvaNCe
Originally from North Carolina, Laura came from an educated and wealthy family that
resided in the city of Charlotte. As a child and adolescent, she was influenced by an inspirational
mother (who asked for a divorced during the 1960’s and took care of 8 children on her own),
moved by both the gender and civil inequalities she saw around her, and the discovery of her
sexual orientation as a gay woman. Later in life, Laura got involved with political advocacy and
philanthropy, and noticed, while talking to different women across the state, that most of them
were voting for policies that would ultimately go against their own interests. Such realization,
eventually, led her to conceive Women AdvaNCe. Laura is an exceptional person to feature,
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because she stepped out of her comfort zone, within a very traditional society, in order to take on
leadership roles and eventually, found an organization such as Women AdvaNCe. Laura was
also inspired to act by another woman since a young age, her mother.
Video 2 - Nashonda Cooke / Writer for Women Advance
Nashonda Cooke is a 15-year veteran of the North Carolina public school system. She
continues to be active in several roles of standing for public education, speaking on everything
from the importance of teacher assistants to the budget crisis to the privatization of public
education. Currently, NaShonda teaches 5th grade and serves as director of an after-school
program that addresses the needs of at-risk minority males known as ‘Men of Honor’. She lives
in Durham with her two daughters, Victoria (10) and Na’Via (7)” (Durham AdvaNCe | Women
Advance, 2016). Nashonda is an excellent person to feature: Like many women, she deals with
the challenges of both being a working mother and a female teacher in the public school system.
Despite the difficulties, Nashonda has chosen to be a role model not only for girls, but most
importantly, to young boys, who equally need to be aware and engaged in fighting for gender
equality.
Some events and/or possibilities of getting interesting footage also sparked my interest in
featuring the two women. In Nashonda’s case, I was granted full access to her school and was
given permission to film the students, as well as knew that she planned to go to the “Moral
Monday” march in Raleigh and take her younger daughter, Na’Via, for the first time. In Laura’s
case, as the founder of Women AdvaNCe herself, she had planned to go with Naomi Randolph,
in the month of February, on a tour across the State, where they would stop in various
communities and listen to women and their issues. However, the tour did not take place and other
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footage highlighting Laura and her daughter and the Women AdvaNCe office was used.
Regardless of this unexpected situation, the video on Laura highlights an important message on
leadership and empathy, and can help the audience establish a personal connection with the
founder of the organization, and consequently create a more long-lasting and voluntary bond and
commitment towards the organization and its mission.
In addition, both Laura and Nashonda have built a wide network with many connections,
so portraying them in the videos that will be shared in social media could be a handy way to
connect them to women looking for connections. In other words, the personal videos can connect
target women to both Laura and Nashonda, who can then serve as focus points for networking.

Video production and resources
Both videos are comprised of a mix of verité scenes and interview over b-roll (see
appendix F for sample interview questions). I captured footage, as well as audio, with the use of
a Canon 7D DSLR camera, tripod, monopod, a camera built in microphone, and a lavaliere
microphone attached to the subject. This simple set up allowed the presence of only one
multimedia personnel, which helped the subjects feel more comfortable and less intimidated by
external observers and imposing and intimidating equipment. Both videos are between 3-5
minutes in length, due to the fast nature of the platforms they are targeted to be embedded in.
According to Stern (2016), a viewer typically visualizes a video on Facebook for no more than
20 seconds. Although by means of transportation and the other theories presented in the literature
review, this specific narrative format is intended to bring the viewer in for a longer amount of
time, it is important to still respect the nature of these social platforms. Lastly, Adobe Premiere
Pro was used in the editing process.
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These pieces were crafted to be versatile, and fit, both visually and strategically, on the
website, newsletters, meetings, and specially, social media channels. According to Stern (2016),
“by incorporating compelling content and imagery within the first three seconds of videos,
brands can increase viewing and retention rates from social videos”. The three first seconds of
the pieces, therefore, have been edited so that engaging visual and messaging content pulls the
viewer into the story. In addition, the videos have been subtitled in order to facilitate
visualization and engagement in social media platforms, and the ending invokes a “Call to
Action”. Lastly, a compelling still thumbnail was chosen so that viewers are encouraged to stop
scrolling and view the content.
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Conclusion
The videos in this project are intended to initiate two-way symmetrical communication
by strategically leveraging transportation. Narrative transportation in the form of first-person
narrative videos may be a powerful way to overcome viewer’s resistance in accepting the ideas
or concepts that are incongruous with their existing attitudes. This aligns with Grunig’s premise
that sharing first person narratives in social media is to use the audience’s own voice as the voice
of the organization – It’s hard to feel controlled when you are witnessing real-life through reallife scenes. In other words, the videos can be used as powerful public relations tools that connect
the audiences to specific issues and matters. In that sense, the videos help establish connections
through empathy, an amazing way to create long-lasting, solid and horizontal relationships.
This work is groundbreaking. Although research and case studies exist about using video
for strategic communication purposes, this project is the first to introduce first-person narrative,
documentary-storytelling as an ethical strategic communication tool. In most cases, the
documentary storytelling approach is adopted journalistically.
There were also several lessons learned during the research, video production, and
shooting and editing process. Challenges were encountered when obtaining information and
essential analytics, as well as access to people and places when filming. Going forward, I will try
to be clearer in the pre-production and research phase on my access needs for the project and
more proactive and decisive in the production phase when encountering a need for alternatives.
However, I believe that the overall experience was positive and I was able to create high quality
videos.
This project has motivated me to keep investigating and using documentary storytelling
strategically for social change and empathetic peace and conflict resolution. I intent to apply my
recently acquired skills and knowledge in visual production and strategic communication in the
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nonprofit sector in the coming years. In the long run, I would like to potentially initiate an
independent (or group-led endeavor with like-minded individuals) consultancy firm, think-tank
or agency-like initiative that explores empathy through narrative storytelling, both practically
through a variety of innovative multimedia, interactive and even performing and artistic
productions, as well as conceptually through academic and/or applied research.
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Appendix F
Sample interview questions
§

Describe your childhood and early years.

§

Did you grow up with women around you? How about women role models?

§

What brought you/inspired you to do what you do today?

§

Why do you do what you do now?

§

What has been your biggest challenge?

§

What has been your biggest accomplishment?

§

What is the most difficult part of your life today?

§

How do you think being a woman has made it harder and/or easier for you at times?

§

When you look back at your life, what and how do you think it would have been different
if you were a man?

§

What would you tell young women today to inspire them to act and take leadership roles?

§

What do you think is the relevance and importance of organizations like Women
AdvaNCe?

§

What do you hope Women AdvaNCe will achieve one day?

§

In a perfect world, what would gender equality look like?

§

What are your plans for the future?

§

What are your hopes for the future?

