
— 1 —
FA

C
ILITA

TO
R

 TR
A

IN
IN

G
 G

U
ID

E
Storytelling Engagem

ent Tactic

Storytelling  
Engagement Tactic

JULY 2024

Facilitator
Training
Guide



— 2 —
FA

C
ILITA

TO
R

 TR
A

IN
IN

G
 G

U
ID

E
Storytelling Engagem

ent Tactic

INTRODUCTION:  
THE WHAT AND THE WHY

Your work as a Community Partner will 
help engage Philadelphians in place-based 
storywork: the sharing and uplifting of 
stories related to how residents experience 
their city. This engagement tactic is born 
from the understanding that storytelling is 
a powerful practice that connects people, 
helps them understand themselves 
and each other, and often, can work to 
inspire action. 

Our approach also grows out of 
an understanding that the value of 
storytelling is in the experience, not just 
in whatever information might be shared. 
This tactic seeks to use that experience 
to build community among Philadelphia 
residents, and to help activate individuals 
to become more civically engaged. 

The storytelling engagement tactic 
has two key components: first, the 
facilitation of rich, place-based storytelling 
experiences, through focus groups hosted 
by Community Partners, and second, the 
collection of “Vision Cards,” short survey 
cards which will document calls-to-action 
that storytellers wish to share. Vision 
Cards will be collected at the end of the 
focus groups, as well as citywide through 
an open submission process. Vision Cards 
will be collected and documented by the 
City, to inform the planning team. 

We encourage Community Partners to 
use this work to strengthen or amplify 
existing programs or campaigns. In 
addition to hosting focus groups, 
Community Partners will receive support 
to develop a storywork-based project that 
grows out of what you hear in the focus 
groups. That might be something like: 
a new neighborhood mural that depicts 
themes shared by storytellers, a photo 
book documenting beloved neighborhood 
spaces, or any other place-based idea your 
community can come up with.
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ETHICAL PLACE-BASED 
STORYWORK

We define place-based storywork as 
storytelling, story gathering, and story 
sharing that relates to the role and 
experience of place in people’s lives. The 
intention is for these focus groups to 
create a space for storytellers to share 
openly, so we have chosen not to focus on 
recording or otherwise “collecting” stories. 
We know that government-led surveys and 
information-gathering can be experienced 
as extractive or exploitative, particularly 
for historically oppressed communities. 
Therefore, we will not be “removing” 
stories from the context in which they 
are shared. Instead, the experience of 
storytelling will help seed community 
connections and mutual understanding.

The following guidelines summarize the 
key elements for an equitable and ethical 
storywork experience.

Guidelines for 
Ethical Place-Based Storywork: 

1. Celebrates all storytellers/participants as the 
expert on their own experience;

2. Helps people understand their individual 
and shared lived experiences within 
communities, institutions, and systems;

3. Prioritizes relationality, reciprocity, and  
trust-building;

4. Acknowledges that everyone’s perspective 
is different and embraces multiplicity;

5. Uses premised on clear participation 
guidelines and strategies for shared 
accountability; 

6. Values storytelling as a way to express 
beliefs, values, and engagement with  
the world;

7. Approaches space and place as key sites 
for rectifying injustice and shaping inclusive, 
equitable futures;

8. Is understood to be one component of an 
ongoing process toward spatial justice, 
and therefore acknowledges and builds on 
existing work, and seeks to participate in 
building community-led spatial futures. 
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FOCUS GROUP OUTLINE

We have chosen to use two-hour focus 
groups (ideally of around 15 people) to 
facilitate storytelling. Focus groups—
rather than an individual interview or large 
community meeting—offer the opportunity 
for participants to get a sense of who the 
people in the room are, and they are well-
suited for hosting the story circle format 
we will describe below. 

In this focus group design, you will lead 
participants through three different stages 
of engagement: grounding, storying, 
and contextualizing. By contextualizing, 
we mean helping individuals place their 
experiences in the context of the systems 
and institutions that impact their lives. In 
this section of the guide, you’ll learn about 
these stages and what they are meant to 
accomplish. In the following section, you 
will find detailed facilitation guidelines.

Part 1: Grounding (20-30 minutes)
The  first part of the focus group should 
be spent on a grounding activity. The goals 
for this part of the focus group are to: 

1. Create a shared, grounding context for 
everyone in the room; help bring folks’ 
attention into the space and onto something 
related to how they experience their city;

2. Energize the room and establish a spirit  
of collaboration;

3. Generate a shared information bank that 
can be referred back to throughout the rest 
of the focus group.

We suggest choosing from the following 
two activities: 

1. Post a large-scale map of the neighborhood 
the organization is based in, and ask 
participants to mark (using push pins or 
stickers) and talk about their favorite places, 
the spot where a happy memory takes 
place, a place they avoid, etc. 

2. Post a timeline across a wall that shows each 
decade (a simple way of doing this is to use 
a long horizontal piece of colored tape, 
with notecards posted along the way for 
different decades—1960, 1970, etc.). Ask 
participants to write local events or personal 
memories on sticky notes and place 
them along the timeline. Then have folks 
walk through, read others’ contributions, 
and have a brief discussion about what 
commonalities, differences, or themes they 
see emerging. 

Since different Community Partners will 
be working with different communities 
and with different focus areas, your 
organization may choose to design their 
own grounding activity. If that’s the case, 
the activity should seek to achieve the 
outcomes listed above. 
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Part II: Storying (~60 minutes)
The next portion of the focus group will 
create a Story Circle, in which individuals 
will tell their stories in response to a 
prompt. The goals of the story circle  
are to: 

1. Create space for individual voices to come 
to the fore;

2. Build a practice of generous listening  
among participants;

3. Celebrate the diversity of perspectives  
in the room.

During the Story Circle, the facilitator 
will present a single prompt that each 
individual will tell a story in response to. 
Your organization may choose to develop a 
prompt that will relate most closely to the 
particular communities or issue areas at 
hand, or you may choose to use one of the 
following sample prompts: 

1. Tell a story about a specific instance you  
felt safe and loved in your community. 

2. Tell a story about a significant event that 
happened in your community (could be 
something positive or something that  
was challenging). 

3. Tell a story about someone who is important 
in your life or in your neighborhood. 

Part III: Facilitated Discussion 
and Vision Cards (20-30 minutes)
The final part of the focus group will be 
spent on a group discussion in response 
to the stories shared. The goals for this 
portion of the focus group are to: 

1. Enable participants to make connections 
between individual experiences, identifying 
shared joys and struggles among the group;

2. Help participants connect their experiences 
to Comp Plan topics and city planning  
more generally;

3. Enable participants to identify actionable 
visions for their neighborhood and/or their 
city, seeding continued engagement  
and advocacy.

This part of the focus group is intended 
to help tie everything together. As 
a facilitator, you should follow your 
instincts about what type of questions or 
prompts might help folks draw the types 
of connections listed above. During the 
discussion, the facilitator or their helper 
should take notes about what folks share, 
using a flip chart or other method visible to 
everyone in the room. We suggest building 
off of the following sample questions: 

1. What commonalities came up across the 
individual stories that were shared? Can you 
observe shared values, desires, or concerns 
among different stories? 

2. What themes or patterns came up in terms of 
our neighborhood or our city? 

3. After hearing your neighbors’ stories, 
what will you be taking away from this 
conversation? What did you learn about 
your neighbors/fellow Philadelphians? 

At the end of the discussion, participants 
will be asked to fill out Vision Cards  
that will document their visions  
for Philadelphia. 
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FACILITATOR GUIDELINES 

1. Welcome
•Offer a welcoming statement based on 

guidelines from your organization and 
from CPI.

•Introduce all staff/facilitators/
volunteers.

•Let people know how to access 
bathrooms, quiet space (if available), 
and assistance if necessary. Make 
sure everyone has seating that is 
comfortable for them.

2. Grounding activity
•Set up the grounding activity you have 

chosen. Give a brief explanation of 
what folks will be doing, and specify the 
amount of time they will be doing it for. 

•Support folks throughout the activity; 
ensure staff offer help for anyone who 
may need it. 

3. Setting up the Story Circle
•Sit in a circle! Ideally, make it a “good” 

circle, not oval or jagged. Being in 
a circle makes everyone an equal, 
ensures each person can see each 
other, and makes it easier to listen. 

•Establish at the beginning that during 
the story circle, one person will talk at 
a time. Let folks know that there will be 
time for discussion a bit later, and that 
they should feel free to take notes for 
themselves about things they want to 
bring up in discussion.

•Give specific instructions about how 
much time each person will have to 
speak (we suggest three to five minutes 
per person, depending on the number of 
attendees), and agree on a signal so the 
speaker knows when their time is ending. 

•Emphasize to participants that listening 
is the most important part of storytelling. 
Encourage them to actively listen to the 
stories, and not to get distracted thinking 
about what they plan to say. 

•Establish that not everyone has to tell a 
story if they don’t want to. 

•Encourage folks to tell real stories—be 
explicit that a story is not just an opinion, 
a history lesson, or an explanation of 
something, but rather a sharing of some 
aspect of experience. Folks can share a 
story about something they experienced 
or a story about a friend, relative, or 
someone else.  

4. Inviting stories
•Present the prompt, and invite storytellers 

to share, one at a time. 
•Keep time. Don’t be shy about keeping 

people to their time limit, using the signal 
to let folks know when their time is ending.

•If cross-talk, comments, or questions 
start to come up while an individual is 
sharing, remind participants that folks 
should be able to tell their story from 
start to finish without interruptions, and 
that discussion will come later. 

•Once one person has finished speaking, 
pass it to the next person in the circle. 
Going in order will help avoid having to 
call on people or rely on volunteers. 

•After each person has spoken, make 
sure to thank them for their story. 

5. Guiding the discussion
•Take a moment of rest/silence (1-2 

min.) to transition between the individual 
stories and the group discussion. 
Suggest that folks use this time to collect 
the sensations, thoughts, images, and 
feelings that may have come up while 
listening, taking a “snapshot” of what 
they heard. 

•Open up the circle for five minutes of 
cross-circle questioning, commenting, and 
dialogue to re-energize the conversation. 

•Shift to facilitated discussion using the 
pre-established discussion prompts. 
Establish that folks should speak one 
at a time. Emphasize that the goal 
of the conversation is not to come to 
any kind of agreement, proposal, or 
conclusion, but instead to explore how 
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the worldviews, feelings, and ideas 
presented within the stories shared 
relate to one another. 

•Facilitators should play an active role 
in drawing out connections, reiterating 
or building on the prompts, and 
reflecting key takeaways or insights 
back to the group. 

6. Guiding Vision Card completion
•Explain that the Vision Card documents 

1-2 concrete takeaways that could 
be translated into action. Ideally, they 
will be specific (“I would like to see 
more affordable, healthy food in my 
neighborhood”), but they could be 
general (“My dream for Philadelphia is 
a city without poverty”). Emphasize that 
these takeaways will be submitted to the 
Planning Commission, but that it is up 
to the community to advocate for what 
they want to see and to hold the City 
accountable throughout the Comp Plan 
process and beyond.

•Offer a set amount of time for 
completing the Vision Cards. Make it 
clear that facilitators/staff are available 
to assist folks who would like help 
writing their Vision Card.

•Make sure that each person who turns 
in a Vision Card has checked off the 
options which specify if they consent to 
their first name only or full name being 
used in City materials, or if they prefer to 
remain anonymous.

•As folks turn in their Vision Cards, offer 
them the option to have their picture 
taken. If they have their picture taken, 
have them sign a photo release form.

7. Closing out the focus group
•Before everyone leaves, be sure to thank 

participants for participating, and make 
sure they all know how to get paid for 
their time!

•Let folks know any next steps for your 
organization, including when and how 
you will develop your storywork-based 
project based on what you heard in the 
focus groups. 

•Tell people about how to stay involved 
and up to date with the Comprehensive 
Plan process (refer to City-provided 
materials). 

 




