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When you walk into a cinema the lights go down, and the movie 
begins playing. 

From that moment on you’re transported into another world. You 
forget about what’s happening in your life and where you are, and 
you start caring about the characters you see on screen.

You start to learn about their circumstances, their relationships, and 
the world they’re in, even though it might be completely foreign to 
you. 
 
You see the world through their eyes.

That same experience you have when you watch a really awesome 
film in a cinema, is what you can do for your stakeholders. You 
can transport them into another world and give them a sense of 
understanding about your organisation, your purpose, the work you 
do, and your impact.

Momentary is a video production company that uses 
storytelling for social impact. 

We believe that any organisation has the potential to improve 
the lives of individuals and communities in Australia and around 
the world. Through telling stories of hope and resilience, we have 
supported organisations to create awareness about their positive 
impact, engage their supporters and influence real social change.

In this guide we’ll cover the science behind storytelling, how to 
choose the right story, building a character story arc in your video, 
creating authenticity, and empowering your audience to take action.

www.momentary.com.au



THE SCIENCE OF STORYTELLING

A Neuroscientist, Dr Paul Zak, studied how storytelling can cause chemical 
reactions in the brain that increase memory, empathy and understanding, and 
inspire action.

In his study a group of people watched a story about a 2-year-old boy who is dying 
of brain cancer, told through the experience of his father.

The story elicited two emotions from the group – distress and empathy, which 
correlated with two neurochemicals – cortisol and oxytocin.

Cortisol is released when you’re distressed and causes you to be highly attentive 
and more likely to remember what you’ve seen.

Oxytocin is the ‘love’ neurochemical and increases empathy and understanding.



Finally, after watching the video the people were given a chance to donate to a 
charity that supports children with a terminal illness. The levels of cortisol and 
oxytocin in their brain, were directly correlated with the amount of money the 
person would donate.

Donating is only one example of a ‘cooperative’ behaviour that a dramatic story 
can inspire. In your organisation it might be more relevant to inspire product 
purchases, investment, support from stakeholders, staff participation, or 
volunteering.

Video storytelling has the power to change our behaviour, by changing our brain 
chemistry.

A NOTE ON STATISTICS

We believe that facts and figures are important to describe the magnitude of an 
issue and for measuring your impact. When it comes to inspiring action – lead 
with story.

Reference: Why Inspiring Stories Make Us React: The Neuroscience of Narrative, Paul J Zak, 
Cerebrum, 2015. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4445577/



Video is a powerful way to tell a story - it uses visuals, dialogue and 
music to form an emotional and sensory experience that takes the 
viewer on a journey. If you want to get your message across in a 
matter of minutes, video is more engaging than words on a page. 

See for yourself.

After moving to Australia from New Zealand, Jamie found it difficult 
to find a job in a new country.

She started living with her brother, and participated in the Saver Plus 
program, created by ANZ, to help her save for her family.

https://vimeo.com/251753951
https://vimeo.com/251753951


CHOOSING STORIES

When looking to communicate the positive social impact your organisation is 
having, it’s important to choose the right story to share. Here are examples of 
possible stories and what to think about when telling these.

THE BENEFICIARY STORY

The Most Impactful

A beneficiary story is the most effective way to communicate your impact. From 
our experience, people who have been positively impacted by an organisation’s 
work are, more often than not, happy to be involved because they want to give 
something back.

Collaboration Is Key

Work with the participant to help them tell their story (rather than telling their 
story for them).

Be Sensitive

Beneficiaries have often experienced disadvantage and are vulnerable, so your 
usual approach may need to be adapted. You may need to work closely with case 
workers to ensure the experience for the beneficiary is a positive one. It’s also a 
good idea to work with a production company that has experience with people in 
vulnerable situations.

THE STAFF MEMBER STORY

Branch Out From the CEO

The first port of call for a video is usually to roll out the CEO and other senior 
executives, however often a perspective from a staff member or volunteer that is 
on the ground and close to the project is more engaging.

Give Staff the Confidence to Go Off Script

It can be tempting to load up your staff with pages of talking points and key 
messages, but this can lead to a less engaging delivery and a missed opportunity 
to get some unique and authentic insights.

Get Personal

Often CEOs, founders, staff members and volunteers have an inspiring personal 
journey that led them to work for your organisation or champion a program. 
If they’re comfortable sharing, tap into their personal motivations to create a 
stronger emotional connection with the audience.



THE SUPPORTER OR STAKEHOLDER STORY

Reflect Your Audience

Supporters and other stakeholders will respond positively to seeing themselves 
reflected in a video. This can empower them to take the same actions as the 
person sharing their story.

Third Party Endorsement

Having someone outside your organisation speak positively about you can come 
across as more believable and authentic.

A Way to Say Thanks

Asking a supporter or stakeholder to be involved in your video can be a great way 
to show how much you value their support and your ongoing partnership.

DIVERSITY

To increase engagement, we suggest telling more than one person’s story. Tell 
diverse stories of people with different gender, age, sexuality, and/or cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds, and from different parts of your organisation.

This could mean creating a series of videos or using a combination of people to 
bring a story together.



BUILDING A DRAMATIC STORY ARC

This simple approach to dramatic storytelling is easy to follow, will clearly 
communicate your message and is emotionally engaging.

THE DRAMATIC STORY ARC

1. Event – this is the event that begins the story. For a beneficiary 
it will likely be a negative turning point in their life, or for a staff 
member or supporter it might be the moment that inspired them 
to try and fix a problem they saw. 

2. Support – this is middle of the story where we find out how a 
beneficiary sought help and what support they received, or what 
steps a staff member took to fix the problem. 

3. Positive ending – we recommend finishing on a positive outcome, 
that uplifts your audience and tells them how your organisation is 
making a difference.



KEEP IT SHORT, BUT NOT TOO SHORT

How long should the video be? This is really dependent on where your video is 
published and the supporting information around the video.

On social media, you have a limited amount of time to engage, inform and inspire 
your audience. The first seven seconds of your video has to be captivating. If it 
isn’t, you will find that very few people will watch the rest of the video.

Many media producers will suggest 30 seconds, or even 15 seconds. This can work 
if you are planning to quickly capture the audience’s attention and lead them 
somewhere else (like your website, for example).

However, if you want to tell someone’s story and do it justice, we recommend one 
to two minutes. If you find yourself going over three minutes, it’s unlikely that your 
audience will last the journey. If it’s under one minute, they may not understand 
the issue and how you are working to solve it.

EMPOWER YOUR AUDIENCE

Have you ever watched an eye-opening film at the cinema, and afterwards felt 
like you want to do something to help, but have no idea where to start?

After watching and being inspired by your video, make sure your audience 
immediately knows what action they can take.

You can use closing graphics to communicate a call to action, or by including 
information where the video is published e.g.: a link to your website in a Facebook 
post.



WORK WITH GOOD FOLK

We mentioned earlier the importance of working with a company that is sensitive 
to your beneficiaries’ vulnerabilities.

You have to be extremely careful if you work with a company that doesn’t 
understand your purpose, doesn’t care about your purpose or doesn’t have 
experience working with vulnerable people. Not only is there a risk in offending 
your beneficiary or making them feel uncomfortable, the end product will not be 
the video that you are looking for.

Work with people who care about your purpose, just like you!

At Momentary our core purpose is to work with charities, government, social 
enterprises, education institutions, healthcare and Corporate Social Responsibility 
programs to amplify their impact through video.

Organisations we keep company with include the Victorian Government, 
HoMie, VincentCare, Ronald McDonald House, FoodBank, Foundation for Young 
Australians, Human Rights Law Centre, RMIT University, ANZ and Accor Hotels. 
You can view our work here.

Get in touch to find out more.

E: info@momentary.com.au
W: www.momentary.com.au  

http://www.momentary.com.au/featured-videos
http://www.momentary.com.au

