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SUMMARY OF APPROACH

Our approach emerges from an 
understanding that the value of storytelling is 
experiential, not solely premised on “content.” 
In a civic engagement context, we believe 
that storytelling can be powerfully leveraged 
to activate individuals’ understanding 
of themselves, each other, and their 
environments, but that it does so through 
relationship-building and reciprocity, not 
primarily through topical information. 

Our approach also expands on and seeks to operationalize the DEIAB principles 
outlined in the HCH DEIB Summary, in particular focusing on their guidelines for 
“Addressing Power Dynamics for Harm Reduction.” Our recommendations especially 
build on the following:

As described in our scope of work and the Connect the Dots engagement framework, 
the storytelling tactic would help gather information about the lived experience of 
Philadelphians and would invite diverse voices to share their perspectives. However, 
without existing systems in place to enable storytellers to act as equal partners and 
decision-makers in the planning process, we do not believe there is an achievable and 
clear answer that the City can give regarding how stories would concretely impact 
the Comprehensive Plan. Instead, we focus on framing this tactic as a way for the City 

Promote collaboration/co-creation of solutions 
with communities, and move away from a 
top-down approach.

Address the “white savior” mindset = centering  
community voices and expertise, avoiding paternalistic  
or controlling tendencies. 

Create spaces for critical discussions/learning  
about power dynamics, privilege, and  
systemic oppression within city planning.  
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to support the ongoing work of Community Partners, to create space for residents to 
build community, and to grow civic literacy and engagement. 
 
As well, a core component of ethical storytelling 
is that the storyteller themself determines the 
meaning of the story. If the story is “interpreted” 
by City planners, that crucial ownership over one’s 
own experience that comes through storytelling will 
inevitably be somewhat altered in order to identify 
something that is actionable from the perspective of 
city planning. 

Therefore, our overarching recommendation is to 
make a clear distinction between two aspects of the 
storytelling engagement tactic: 

1. The facilitation of rich storytelling experiences that draw out Philadelphians’  
lived experience of place, connect them to each other, and seed increased  
civic engagement and advocacy.

2. The creation and sharing out of calls-to-action that emerge from those  
storytelling experiences. 

In what follows, we outline the why and the how for both of these aspects. 

Throughout the guide, we have indicated with a  where components of the Equitable 
Community Engagement Toolkit might be useful in supporting this work.

PRINCIPLES OF ETHICAL PLACE-BASED STORYWORK
Our recommendations grow out of the following principles we have developed for 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. 

We emphasize that storytelling is an organic part of people’s day-to-day lives, and 
formalized storywork facilitated by institutions should always begin from the 
understanding that the storytelling context shapes the story. This can be impacted 
by: who is in the room, whether or not the story is being recorded, who is asking the 
questions, what question or prompt is being offered, whether or not the story will be 
shared publicly later, etc. Facilitated or formalized storywork should not seek or expect 
to access a singular “true” story or stories, but instead should invite storytellers to share 
what they want to share, how they want to share it, based on clear parameters for how 
their story will be stewarded. 

The following guidelines can be used to encourage ethical storywork practices that 
contribute to visioning and realizing community-led spatial futures. 

—
A core component of 
ethical storytelling is that 
the storyteller themself 
determines the meaning 
of the story.
—
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ETHICAL PLACE-BASED STORYWORK: 

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

Accompanies people in the work of contextualizing 
individual and shared lived experiences within 
communities, institutions, and systems;

Foregrounds relationality, reciprocity,  
and trust-building;

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

Is premised on clear participation guidelines and 
strategies for shared accountability; 

Values and amplifies narrative: the process through 
which storying expresses a storyteller’s beliefs, 
values, and engagement with the world;

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

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 actualizing  
community-led spatial futures.

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5.

 
6.

 

7.

8.
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STEWARDING STORIES

We do not believe that recording and storing individual stories (for example, using video 
or audio formats) will bring added value to the engagement process. Instead, our approach 
recommends creating a storytelling experience that facilitates building bonds and shared 
understanding among community members, and then produces concrete takeaways from 
that experience that participants most want the City to “hear.” 

This recommendation comes from the fact that the City is not well-positioned to steward 
stories in alignment with best practices at this time. For one, the primary value of stories 
lies in their circulation and holding in community. Any transfer of a “captured” story into 
another context will necessarily create an extractive dynamic. In certain situations, such as 
a community-led project or archive, that extractive dynamic can be mitigated by a sense 
of community ownership. We do not see a realistic way to create that sense of community 
ownership in a City-led process, and we have concluded that it is more responsible to be 
clear about the fact that the storytelling engagement 
tactic is not so much about “collecting stories,” but is 
instead about creating space for community members 
to talk to each other and formulate the demands they 
intend to mobilize toward. 

It should also be noted that asking residents to share 
stories that will then be interpreted and acted on by 
City staff does not meaningfully shift power in terms 
of decision-making, creation of solutions, or the 
potential for allowing what the HCH DEIAB report 
refers to as the “white savior” mindset. In order to create 
those types of power shifts, we believe PCPC needs to 
build new systems that elevate the engagement level to 
“Collaborate” rather than “Consult.” 

Instead, by focusing on producing a “call to action” that comes out of a shared storytelling 
experience, our approach builds a library of actionable items which can be referred to 
by the City and by community organizers, advocates, and everyday people. Rather than 
“collecting” stories, we focus on “creating” a shared vision for Philadelphia.

COMPENSATION FOR EXPERTISE

We recommend that focus group participants be paid for their time. We suggest a payment 
of $100, and no less than $50, for participating in a two-hour focus group. Payment would 
ideally be made via gift cards, in order to avoid the need for processing paperwork (the 
Equitable Community Engagement Toolkit process used this method).  

—
Rather than “collecting” 
stories, we focus on 
“creating” a shared vision 
for Philadelphia.
—

 
See the Levels of 
Engagement Guide.
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SUMMARY OF APPROACH

Based on our desire to see this tactic create 
both a rich storytelling experience for 
participants and concrete calls-to-action, we 
recommend two primary components: focus 
groups held by Community Partners, and 
the use of a “Vision Card” that will be used 
in focus groups but can also be collected 
through an open submission process. 
Although many creative modalities for storytelling and story documentation exist,  
we believe the model we propose offers the deepest possible engagement opportunity 
while being realistic and clear about what the City can promise in terms of how 
storytelling will impact the Comp Plan. It also streamlines the storytelling tactic in a 
way that will hopefully help the public understand exactly what the intentions of the 
engagement are.

The methods we recommend for story collection are as follows: 

In addition, we recommend that each Community 
Partner be offered a grant to complete a continued 
engagement tactic of their own design, which builds on 
the focus groups and Comp Plan engagement but is not 
required to be related to the Comp Plan. We describe 
what that might look like in more detail in Section III: 
Making Storywork Actionable. 

General open submission using the Vision Card
– Option to submit via web form
– Distribute Vision Cards throughout the City at community spaces, 

restaurants, schools, etc., with the option to submit them at 
designated drop-off sites

Storytelling focus groups hosted by Community Partners
– The focus group format can be adapted by partners to fit 

targeted demographics
– Focus groups can be held in-person or virtually

 
We strongly advise using 
the Trust Plan tool to 
inform the development 
of Community Partner 
selection, scope of work, 
and management.
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BEST PRACTICES FOR A RICH 
STORYTELLING EXPERIENCE
What does a rich storytelling experience look like? What should participants walk 
away with? In our conversations with storytelling practitioners, we heard many 
people refer to a number of key best practices for creating rich, accessible, and 
impactful storytelling experiences. Particularly in the context of a City-led process, 
practitioners emphasized two things that rose to the top:

We have concluded that a focus group format is the best option for encouraging 
these aspects of storytelling experience, particularly given that it is likely that some 
participants will only be engaged once, rather than multiple times. While one-on-one 
storytelling formats can also access many of these aspects, they require more skilled 
facilitation and do not offer the same possibility of contextualizing discussion that a 
focus group does. A focus group also generates a temporary social context that can 
help boundary the storytelling experience, insulating it somewhat from the awareness 
of the City “listening in.” Finally, the focus group format is more likely to generate 
social connections that might persist beyond the time of the engagement, since it 
gives participants the opportunity to think comparatively about stories shared and 
find commonalities with others in the group. Even if it is a one-off experience, it can 
seed future engagement independent of the City-led context.

We have outlined an adaptable three-part focus group design, detailed below, that will 
take participants through several registers of storytelling experience, giving time both 
to individual storying and to contextualizing discussion that draws out connections 
among stories. We suggest a target group size of 15-20 people.

Our recommended guidelines for facilitating a rich, equitable, and community-owned 
storytelling experience are as follows: 

Storytelling and relationship-
building go hand-in-hand,  
which means that:

– Richer storytelling comes through 
multiple engagements  
over time,

– Richer storytelling happens in trusted 
contexts, such as within groups that 
share identities or experiences, and

– Richer storytelling comes from the 
openness of relating to others.

The most meaningful and impactful 
aspects of storytelling are 
intangible, such as:

– The creation of shared, collective 
narratives that go beyond  
the individual,

– The strengthening and amplifying 
of individuals’ sense of identity/
groundedness, connection, and 
agency; and

– The building of community power 
through connecting past, present,  
and future. 
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FACILITATING A RICH, EQUITABLE, AND  
COMMUNITY-OWNED STORYTELLING EXPERIENCE: 
 
Define the room in advance by determining some shared identity 
or experience that brings people together. This can be a broad 
identifier, such as “Kensington residents,” or it can be more specific, 
such as “LGBTQ youth.” Creating a parameter by which participants 
can self-select will help establish a baseline for building trust in  
the room. 

Ideally, tie the focus group into existing Community Partner 
programming or advocacy. This will help ensure that the Community 
Partner’s capacity is not being redirected away from its ongoing 
work, and it will create an automatic “why” which will ground the 
event and avoid it feeling artificial or like a “one-off.” 

Ideally, ensure that the focus group facilitators share in the identity 
or experience that draws the room together. We suggest each focus 
group use more than one facilitator: ideally, one who is a Community 
Partner staff member, and one or more who are CPI alumni and/or 
community members who receive training to facilitate. 

Bookend individual storying with a grounding exercise and a 
contextualizing discussion (see outline below), to first get people 
comfortable with each other and to then seed opportunities for 
future mobilization.

Ideally, hold the focus group in a comfortable environment that 
encourages creativity and connectivity; for example, consider 
selecting (or creating/modifying) spaces with:
– Colorful or dynamic decor,
– A variety of textures, with at least some surfaces or items that  

are soft, 
– Comfortable seating (more different types of seating is better  

than one type of seating),
– Natural light,
– Readily controllable temperature.

Be explicit and clear about what kinds of accommodations will  
be available (see list of considerations below).

 

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5.

 

6.
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BEST PRACTICES FOR ACCESSIBILITY
It won’t be possible to offer every accommodation 
at each focus group. We suggest that best efforts be 
made to consider the following accommodations, 
and we strongly suggest that CPI contract with 
a disability services or advocacy group to help 
coordinate having these resources available. 

1. ADA access: Holding focus groups in ADA 
accessible spaces should be a bottom-
line accommodation. 

2. Language accessibility: Translate 
flyers and Vision Cards into multiple 
languages to reach Priority Audiences, 
and hold focus group sessions in different 
languages (including ASL) to ensure 
maximum participation. 

3. Hearing: Care must be taken to select 
spaces with workable acoustics. If a 
space is too large, echoes, has a lot 
of street or HVAC noise, etc, the group 
will not be able to hear each other. If 
absolutely necessary, wireless microphones 
could be passed around to solve for a 
space with bad acoustics, but the addition 
of a microphone has the potential to create 
more anxiety for participants and more 
technical problems for facilitators. 

4. Time of day and location need to 
accommodate many different kinds of 
work schedules. Focus groups should 
be as widely dispersed across the city 
as possible. Ideally, each Community 
Partner will select multiple locations for 
their focus groups (booking community 
spaces at libraries, rec centers, etc.) 
to ensure as many folks as possible can 
easily attend a session.

5. Allergens: As many focus groups 
as possible should take place in 
environments free of common allergens 
such as latex and peanuts. 

6. Childcare: As many focus groups as 
possible should offer childcare or a 
separate activity for kids. We suggest 
working with artists or K-12 educators 
to design several possible activities 
for different age groups, such as 
“drawing a map of my neighborhood,” 
“making a collage that represents my 
neighborhood,” etc. 

7. Sensory stimuli: A group discussion can 
be an overwhelming space for anyone. 
Ideally, each focus group will be able to 
accommodate a designated separate room 
as a quiet area where participants can go 
to take a break and/or do an individual 
written activity, responding to the same 
prompts as the group discussion, instead 
of participating in the live conversation. If 
a separate room is not possible, the option 
to participate in written form, perhaps at a 
table set aside from the story circle, should 
still be available.

8. Differing comfort levels: A clear set of 
expectations should be set at the beginning 
of each focus group. The group should be 
made aware that not everyone has to talk. 
The group should also set an agreement at 
the beginning that folks should feel welcome 
to move seats, stand up for a while, leave 
the room and come back, or just plain leave 
anytime they want to. 

9. Literacy or physical limitations: Facilitators 
should make clear during the Vision Card 
portion of the focus group that they are 
available to physically assist folks with 
writing their Vision Card. 

 
The Accessible Engagement 
Checklist can help Community 
Partners create a plan for 
their approach to accessibility. 
The Interpretation Checklist 
will also be useful for 
organizations hosting focus 
groups in multiple languages. 
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FOCUS GROUP OUTLINE
The focus group outline we present here is designed to 
move participants through three stages of engagement: 
grounding, storying, and contextualizing. 

1. Grounding Activity: The first 20-30 
minutes should be spent on a grounding 
activity. Since this is place-based 
storywork, we suggest choosing between 
a mapping activity or a history-based 
activity. For example, participants might 
collaboratively look at a map of their 
neighborhood and mark and talk about 
their favorite places, the spot where a 
happy memory takes place, a place they 
avoid, etc. The activity should be designed 
to achieve the following outcomes:

a.  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;

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

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

2. Story Circle: The next portion of the 
focus group (approximately 60 minutes) 
will offer space for individuals to tell 
their stories in response to a prompt. Full 
guidelines for the story circle are offered 
below. The goals of the story circle are  
as follows: 

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

b.  Build a practice of generous listening 
among participants;

c.  Celebrate the diversity of perspectives 
in the room.

3. Discussion and Vision Cards:  
The final 20-30 minutes will be spent 
on a group discussion in response to the 
stories shared. This discussion should be 
actively facilitated, helping participants 
to draw connections among stories and 
to contextualize people’s experiences 
within broader systems. In the final few 
minutes, participants will be asked to 
fill out their Vision Cards, documenting 
the actionable takeaways they want to 
share with the City. The outcomes for this 
portion of the focus group are as follows: 

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

b.  Surface and make explicit how the 
stories shared connect to Comp Plan 
topics and/or to city planning  
more generally;

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

1. Setting up the Story Circle

a.  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. 

b.  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.

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

d.  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. 

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

f.   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.  

2. Guiding the discussion

a.  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. 

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

c.  Shift to facilitated discussion using the 
pre-established 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 
the worldviews, feelings, and ideas 
presented within the stories shared 
relate to one another. 

d.  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. 

3. Guiding Vision Card completion

a.  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.

b.  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.

c.  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 on the Vision Map, or if they prefer 
to remain anonymous.

d.  As folks turn in their Vision Cards, offer 
them the option to have their picture taken.
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VISION CARDS

By using a standardized “Vision Card” to 
collect takeaways at the end of each focus 
group, the City will be able to gather and 
archive the calls-to-action that emerge from 
community focus groups. The Vision Card 
also helps bring storytelling participants to 
an awareness of their own agency in shaping 
outcomes in their city, by focusing on 
actionable demands. 

Vision Cards should also be distributed throughout the city, with the option to 
submit them virtually or in-person. While filling out the Vision Card without 
participating in a focus group won’t be as powerful an experience, it will enable 
a wider range of participants to engage. For open submissions, we suggest using 
a broad prompt such as: “Reflecting on your experiences—who you are, where 
you come from, and the communities you’re part of—what is your vision for your 
neighborhood or for Philadelphia?” To help encourage folks giving concrete answers, 
we suggest including sample answers such as those listed above: “I would like to see 
more affordable, healthy food in my neighborhood,” or “My dream for Philadelphia is 
a city without poverty.” The Card should ask for 1-2 sentences maximum.

The Vision Card will be an approximately half-letter size, double-sided postcard. 
On one side, it will present a brief blurb about the Comp Plan, an explanation of 
how the Vision Cards will be publicly archived (the Vision Library), and instructions 
for filling it out and submitting it. There will also be a prompt and space for the 
respondent to write, draw, or otherwise record their response to the prompt. 

On the other side, the participant will be asked to mark off check boxes indicating 
topics and audiences that they believe their demand connects to. As well, it will 
include a space for their name, and options for them to choose whether they 
consent to having their first name or their full name shared publicly, or if they 
prefer to remain anonymous. These check boxes will double as a way for PCPC to 
collect relevant metrics. 
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Checkboxes would include the following:

VISION LIBRARY
Vision Cards would be collected, archived, and made publicly available through an 
online platform. The area of each card with the participant’s handwritten response 
would be scanned, alt-text transcribed, and uploaded into the online archive, with its 
own direct permalink. The card scan would be paired with the submitter’s photograph, 
if they opted to include their photo. Each card that is uploaded would be tagged using 
the categories that the submitter selected, and the online platform would have the 
ability to sort cards by particular tags (for example, you could search for all the Vision 
Cards related to transportation).  

This platform doesn’t need to be structured as a map. Instead, we suggest a Pinterest-
style interface that would enable folks to scroll continuously (rather than having to click 
through from a map view to see each individual Vision Card). Ideally, the interface would 
show a randomized mix of photos of people and the handwritten Vision Cards. These 
could be interactive, so that if one clicks on the written side of the Vision Card it flips 
over to show the author’s photo. Each individual Vision Card should have its own URL, 
so that folks can link directly to the one they wrote on social media. 

The platform would also allow users to group different cards together into “Collections.” 
For instance, an individual browsing the Library might see several different Vision Cards 
that speak to the need for better disability accommodations throughout the city. They 
would be able to tag each of those Vision Cards, making them viewable together on a 
new page (with its own URL). They could give this Collection its own name: “Disability 
Justice.” Planning staff would also use this feature (essentially a tagging feature) as they 
review Vision Cards and gather together those linked to different Comp Plan topic 
areas. Community Partners might also want to use this feature, for example to compile 
Vision Cards related to a particular community initiative. 

Choose City-Wide and/ 
or Planning District Focus 
(can be both)

 A further planning  
    district map may need  
    to be provided to  
    support participants in  
    understanding which  
    district they live in.

Choose from Topic List  
(can be multiple)

 Transportation
 Health & Safety
 Shared Spaces
 Equitable Economy
 Neighborhoods &  
     Housing
 Climate Change &  
     Resiliency
 Smart Cities

Choose  
Priority Audience

 LGBTQ+ 
 People with disabilities
 Returning citizens
 People experiencing  
     homelessness /  
     housing insecurity
 Families with  
     children/youth
 Families with seniors (65+)

Finally, we also suggest including a blank space where folks 
can share their zip code. 
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CONTINUED ENGAGEMENT PROJECTS
The ideal outcome for the storytelling tactic is that it seed ongoing engagement—
not just between residents and the City, but also between residents and Community 
Partners, among neighbors, and beyond. The Comp Plan is just one piece of an ongoing 
process toward realizing just spatial futures in Philadelphia. As well, we know that 
impactful storytelling also happens over time, through multiple engagements that 
build a trusting relationship. Since we do not believe the City is well-positioned to 
ethically and transparently steward documentation of stories at this time, nor do we 
think it is practical to expect Community Partners to do so, we suggest instead that 
the storytelling tactic is treated as a preliminary phase of engagement that lays the 
groundwork for future storywork to come. Because we also believe that the City should 
give more than it takes in order for this tactic to be equitable, we recommend that each 
Community Partner receive a grant of at least $10,000 to realize a project that builds on 
the focus groups and other Comp Plan engagements they host. 

The scope and design of these projects would be up 
to the Community Partners. We suggest that each 
Community Partner be required to briefly present  
their project idea in written form, using a standardized 
template, for approval of the grant. Their proposal would 
be expected to explain how the project builds on what was 
learned, experienced, or ideated during the storytelling 
focus groups. Ideally, focus group participants would be 
contacted and invited to participate again, perhaps even  
in the creation of the project proposal.

This continued engagement component would provide crucial capacity-building for 
Community Partners. It would also help answer folks who might wonder why the 
storytelling tactic is not focusing on recording stories—the Community Partner would 
be able to explain that there will be a follow-up project that builds on what comes out 
of the focus groups. That could include recording oral histories, creating a community 
documentary, making a neighborhood zine, etc.

As they are created, Collections would be added back into the mix of the main 
interface, with an automatically generated “cover” based on the Collection name, 
and with some visual component indicating that this is a Collection, not an individual 
Vision Card. Alternatively, there could be a separate page for browsing Collections 
versus Vision Cards. 

Ideally, users would be able to “like” or “up-vote” these Collections, indicating 
community support/affirmation for a particular takeaway or synthesis being created 
through connections made across the Vision Cards. In this way, City staff would be 
able to see which Collections were garnering more engagement, indicating particular 
topic areas or themes that the public feels most compelled by. 

—
We suggest that the 
storytelling tactic is 
treated as a preliminary 
phase of engagement that 
lays the groundwork for 
future storywork to come.
—
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FRAMING QUESTIONS
With our existing experience and 
knowledge, we came to this project 
with a strong handle on what ethical 
story collection looks like in grassroots 
community contexts. Our challenge has 
been to think about how that can be 
implemented at 1) a much larger scale,  
and 2) in relationship to the Comp Plan. 
Our big research questions have been: 

1.  How will the stories people share concretely 
impact city planning outcomes? 

2.  How can we create a trust-worthy 
process for storytellers that doesn’t 
promise more than this tactic can deliver?

3.  How can we use the process to seed 
community-led projects beyond the scope 
of this tactic? 

4.  How can we best inform and empower 
storytellers to hold the City accountable  
to what communities want? 

As we’ve come through the research phase, 
we’ve started to sketch out what types of 
story collection methods, prompts, and 
frameworks will meet the requirements 
and aspirations of questions 2-4, above. 
Less clear are the possible answers to 
question 1. In the RFP for this project, 
the below reasons (taken from the Orton 
Family Foundation) were offered for the 
importance of storytelling to the Comp 
Plan process. We would respond in the 
following ways: 

1. Storytelling raises awareness and interest 
and brings community action to life.

•We agree, and we believe the 
storytelling tactic can seed  
community action.

2. Storytelling draws in new, unrepresented 
or difficult-to-reach voices.

•Yes, BUT: Because we’ve heard again 
and again that folks are tired of 
attending a feedback session only to not 
feel heard, the tactic has to go beyond 
“drawing in” these voices. 

3.  Storytelling reveals what matters most to 
residents about their community.

•Yes, BUT: Why should storytellers  
trust the City with their story?  
What minimum standards of 
accountability can be determined  
to set appropriate expectations? 

4.  Storytelling brings meaning to local data, 
numbers and community trends.

•Yes, BUT: Meaning for whom?  
And to what end?

With those things in mind, we began our 
storytelling practitioner interviews. 

STORYTELLING 
PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS
Primary Objective: To learn how 
storytelling fuels community engagement 
and change across a range of neighborhoods 
and issue areas in Philadelphia.

Secondary Objective: To learn about 
storytelling collection methods, prompts, 
and platforms that have been successful for 
Philadelphia practitioners.

To date, we have interviewed 18 
storytelling practitioners across a range 
of neighborhoods and communities 
served. We have defined “storytelling 
practitioner” broadly, to encompass 
community organizing, journalism, historic 
preservation, cultural programming, etc. 
These practitioners work at different 
scales (for instance, working at a 
foundation that supports community 
media versus running a grassroots 
community museum), and often inhabit 
multiple roles in their field of work.

Key Takeaways: Storytelling Impacts
1.  Even for experienced practitioners, the 

way that the storytelling tactic fits into the 
Comp Plan process is hard to grasp. The 
most common question folks have is: What is 
going to happen to the stories? 
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2. Trust is the most important condition needed 
to make storytelling successful. Interviewees’ 
suggestions for creating a trust-worthy 
storytelling collection process include: 

•Focus groups shaped through common 
identity or interest; for instance, 
immigrant women elders talking 
amongst themselves, when they might 
not be willing to share in a group that 
includes others;

•Compensation for community partners 
and storytellers;

•Centering accessibility; 
•Giving direct access to City staff 

and officials (i.e. have someone 
from relevant City agencies attend 
storytelling collection events focused on 
particular issue areas);

•On the other hand, giving space for 
folks to be in conversation without being 
“overheard” by the City and its agents.

3. The most meaningful and impactful aspects 
of storytelling are the things that can’t be 
captured as “information.” Some of these 
intangibles we heard named are: 

•The creation of shared, collective 
narratives that go beyond the individual;

•Relationship-building;
•Individuals’ sense of identity/groundedness, 

connection, and agency; and
•Building community power.

4. People consistently talked about the need 
for this tactic to seed something beyond 
what the City wants to get out of it. 
Acknowledging past harms and the histories 
of planning is a good step, but the City 
needs to reckon with the question of whether 
or not it can commit to this process being 
reparative. A reparative process would give 
more than it takes, and the City should be 
explicit and specific about that exchange.

5. People are suspicious of one-off 
engagement formats. There needs to be a 
clear map (a one-page visualization might 
be helpful here) of every point at which 
public involvement and comment will be 
invited on the Comp Plan.

PROJECT MODELS AND 
BROADER RESEARCH
We have also reviewed a range of research 
reports and project models for doing 
place-based equity and justice work. We’ve 
been thinking alongside these aligned 
frameworks as we develop our approach. 
This research has brought us toward 
several core principles, framed here in 
terms of their application to storytelling: 

1. Start from strength: Naming and celebrating 
what is going right in a community or a 
place connects people to their values and 
to each other. It also creates a frame for 
looking toward what folks want to see more 
of in the future.

2. Prioritize process: Transformation, recovery, 
and repair are some of the words we’ve 
seen used to describe the journey toward 
just and equitable cities. Each of those words 
indicates an ongoing process, in which 
outcomes are gradually built along the way, 
not as an end point. If we don’t get the how 
right, the what won’t be able to emerge. 

4. Inspire imagination: Building a future that 
looks different from the present requires 
seeing beyond the way things are to 
imagine the way things could be. The 
storytelling tactic should seek to activate 
people’s creativity as both a tool and a 
crucial source of energy and joy in this work.

A list of citations for these projects is 
included at the end of this report. These 
projects are deeply informing our work 
toward a Principles of Ethical Storytelling 
statement, to be included in the 
Storytelling Guide.
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PRELIMINARY 
CONCLUSIONS AND  
NEXT STEPS
Our research and experience leads us 
to think that to focus on the information 
or “data” contained in stories—when that 
information is not being interpreted and 
acted on by the storytellers themselves—
has a strong potential to create an 
extractive dynamic. Lived experience 
is not straightforwardly “captured” 
by stories. One of the great values of 
storytelling is that it produces a multitude 
of perspectives which cannot be reduced 
or summarized—each individual voice is 
telling a story that is true for them.

Out of that, we are sitting with the 
following preliminary conclusion: A richer 
storytelling experience—one that works 
within the reparative/transformative 
principles named in Section III—will give more 
back to the storyteller, and will have greater 
impact in terms of seeding community power 
and engagement with civic issues. But it will 
likely produce less actionable information 
from a planning perspective. We feel more 
clarity is needed in terms of how the City is 
valuing these different elements as outcomes 
for the tactic. 

Additionally, we are aware that whatever 
picture of “lived experience” is able to be 
generated through the story collection 
process will go through multiple 
translations on its way to incorporation 
in the Comp Plan, in whatever form. 
We believe that if the promise of the 
storytelling tactic is that community voices 
will be “reflected” or “heard” by the City, 
community members need to be in the 
room during that process of translation, 
not just before and after. Because we 
aren’t planners, and we don’t know the 
mechanics of the planning process, it’s 
hard for us to make suggestions here (and 
it’s beyond our scope of work, besides). 
But we do think that to take the “ethical 

storytelling” mandate seriously requires 
more supports for the process than what 
was named in the RFP. 

This all brings us to rethink one of our 
original questions, “How can the stories 
people share concretely impact city 
planning outcomes?” In the next few 
weeks, we are seeking to understand 
answers to the following: 

1. What would be the bottom-line measures 
of success for storytellers to “feel heard” 
at the City level? Of those measures, what 
can the Planning Team commit to? 

2. Is there a possibility for other systems/
structures to be built alongside the 
storytelling tactic to ensure that community 
members are in the room during decision-
making, and not just before and after? 
This is beyond our scope of work, but 
the information will help shape our 
recommendations.

3. What can stories bring to the Existing 
Condition Reports that hard data 
cannot offer? Is storytelling actually the 
appropriate way to source those things? 
Can we strike a balance that offers a rich 
storytelling experience while providing 
actionable information? 
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We completed the following research 
after conducting our interviews with 
Philadelphia storytelling practitioners. 
This investigation follows directly on our 
conclusions at the end of the first research 
report, in which we came to wonder 
whether the aims of a city planning 
engagement process and the power of 
storytelling could be meaningfully aligned 
without deprioritizing the intangible, 
intrinsic values of storying. 

The driving question in this research 
was: How did other cities make the 
connection between storytelling and 
concrete impacts within the city 
planning context (i.e. in a written plan,  
in neighborhood outcomes, etc.)?

CASE STUDY I: 
MINNEAPOLIS
In 2016, the City of Minneapolis 
Community Planning and Economic 
Development Department partnered with 
a local social practice artist, Stephanie 
Glaros, using her ongoing “Humans 
of Minneapolis” project to inform the 
new Public Realm Framework Plan for 
Downtown. Glaros’s project had begun in 
2010, inspired by the series “Humans of 
New York,” in which she asked strangers 
if she could take their photos, and used 
it to initiate a conversation with them. In 
2013, she began sharing people’s photos 
along with first-person narratives on social 
media, gaining over 70,000 followers. 

For the CPED project, Glaros produced 
a library of interviews about people’s 
experiences downtown. In the final Plan, 
her work is described as follows: “The 
City worked with local artist Stephanie 
Glaros to collect and catalog interviews 
with Downtown visitors, residents and 
workers to guide and inform policy 
recommendations as part of the planning 
process. The results are visually and 
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informationally rich photographs and 
audio recordings that capture what it is 
like for residents, visitors and workers in 
Downtown. The one-on-one interviews 
allowed for community members to share 
their experiences and thoughts about what 
is working well, what needs improvement, 
and what they enjoy downtown.”  

The approach to storytelling, in this 
case, was to use interviews to gather 
concrete information about the way 
people experience the city. A review of the 
videos Glaros created for CPED includes 
interviewees talking about using bike trails, 
what they like or dislike about a particular 
area, accessing public transit, etc. The 
interviewees do not share anything 
personal about themselves or their lives.

Throughout the final Plan, CPED features 
excerpts from several interviews. These 
are presented in callout boxes, each with a 
picture of the interview subject(s) alongside 
a direct quotation of around 100-150 words. 
While these features bring a human element 
into the document, they are kept discrete, 
and they are not necessarily connected 
to the contents of the plan on the page 
immediately surrounding them. This 
positions them as somewhat supplementary, 
remaining outside the integrated content of 
the Plan itself. 

Tapping into an existing artist’s project 
likely offered immediate visibility to CPED’s 
planning process. However, we would not 
characterize this project as offering a rich 
storytelling experience to participants. As 
well, the inclusion of interview excerpts in 
the final plan implies that they informed 
planning staff, but without any explanation 
of how, either in the plan or elsewhere, the 
project might be perceived by some as a 
“PR stunt” rather than as an opportunity for 
genuine community influence over what 
went into the plan.
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CASE STUDY II: DENVER 
OFFICE OF STORYTELLING
The Denver Office of Storytelling was 
created in 2019, proposed by Rowena 
Alegría, who now serves as Chief Storytelling 
Officer. In an American Planning Association 
memo, Alegría describes the experiences 
that led to this moment, first in her role as 
communications director for the Mayor, 
and then in the Agency for Human Rights 
and Community Partnerships. Alegría 
recounts coming to understand the need for 
a more formalized way for residents to feel 
heard by the City, when she observed that 
“every constituent group expressed feeling 
underappreciated and misunderstood by the 
rest of the city.” The Office of Storytelling 
was founded to provide a platform for 
residents to tell their stories.

From 2019-2023, the Office recorded over  
400 stories. In its first phase, it produced 
two- to three-minute films of individual 
stories, but then shifted to creating 20-
55 minute documentaries that highlight 
communities historically marginalized 
in city narratives. Alegría describes this 
process as work that “preserves and shares 
stories that help make Denver history 
more complete, inclusive, and accurate.” 
The films created are screened in City Hall 
and elsewhere to raise awareness of these 
marginalized communities.

The format for Denver’s Storytelling 
Labs (in-person story collection events 
that were stopped when the pandemic 
began) guided attendees to sit down and 
first write their story. Then they would 
have their picture taken, and if they felt 
comfortable, be recorded telling their 
story to a camera. Stories captured in the 
Labs were framed under the tagline, “I am 
Denver,” and were posted to YouTube. 

After shifting away from in-person events 
and toward longer-form documentaries, 
the Office of Storytelling has focused 

on one particular community at a time, 
first Latinx and Chicanx communities, 
with the documentary ¡Qué Viva la Raza! 
Honoring a Denver Legacy, and now on 
American Indian/Indigenous people. These 
projects are in partnership with Denver 
Community Planning and Development, 
under the banner “Denver in Context,” 
and provide background for Denver 
Landmark Preservation studies related 
to marginalized communities. Other 
documentary projects have included: 
I am Denver: 30 Years of ADA Impact, 
From Prohibited to Proud: The History of 
Drag in Denver, and Reclaiming Denver’s 
Chinatown. While these documentaries 
presumably attract engagement through 
in-person screenings, views online are 14, 
51, and 121, respectively. 

In our assessment, the Office of 
Storytelling appears to be a successful way 
to demonstrate the City’s commitment 
to gathering the stories of marginalized 
communities in an ongoing way. However, 
we observe that its approach has shifted 
from capturing a broad range of individual 
stories in its first phase to developing 
more focused historic contexts in its 
current phase. It is clear how these 
stories are being used to inform historic 
preservation in Denver, but it is less clear 
how the Office of Storytelling connects to 
other types of planning. 

Some of the individual videos on YouTube 
have as few as 15 views. Some have more 
than 100, with two individuals receiving 
nearly 400 views. This disparity might 
suggest that the videos are being watched 
primarily by people who are directed to 
them through personal or social media 
relationships with the featured individual. 

We also observe that capturing individual 
videos has the effect of making these 
stories feel relatively static—they are 
recorded during one encounter and then 
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archived. Without a context in which 
these stories can be activated (such as a 
public screening), the engagement value of 
posting them seems limited. 

CASE STUDY III: BALTIMORE
Since 2021, the Baltimore Department of 
Planning has been at work on the new 
Comprehensive Plan for Baltimore, Our 
Baltimore. A first full draft of the plan was 
released to the public on May 31, 2024.  
The engagement process for Our Baltimore 
included $7,500 grants to 19 community 
partners to design their own engagement 
process, as well as the use of Storytelling 
Ambassadors. The engagement process 
was advised by a Community Engagement 
Leadership Team made up of Planning 
Academy alumni, Sustainability Plan 
ambassadors, and Resident Food  
Equity Advisors.

The Our Baltimore website features a 
Storytelling Ambassadors program as 
a key component of the engagement 
process. Ambassadors were expected to 
“engage their neighbors, family and friends 
in conversation about their experience 
living in their Baltimore neighborhood.” 
Residents could sign up via an online 
form either to become an Ambassador 
or to be matched with a storytelling 
circle (facilitated by a Storytelling 
Ambassador) in their neighborhood. 
People in “communities most impacted by 
disinvestment historically and today” were 
especially encouraged to participate. 

The process was led by Dr. David Fakunle, 
a professional storyteller and Baltimore 
native who is the co-founder and CEO of 
DiscoverME/RecoverME, “an organization 
that utilizes the African oral tradition to 
encourage the claiming of one’s narrative 
for personal healing and growth.” Dr. 
Fakunle’s role was to train 50 Storytelling 

Ambassadors to understand story 
structure, narrative orientation, and the 
facilitation of conversation. 

In the Comprehensive Plan draft and 
documentation of the engagement process 
on the Our Baltimore website, there is no 
discussion of the outcomes or information 
gathered through the Storytelling 
Ambassador program. We have reached 
out to the Our Baltimore team to see if we 
can learn more about how the initiative 
was executed, and particularly how the 
stories shared were brought to bear on the 
Comp Plan. The fact that this information 
is not readily clear in the materials made 
public might suggest that the Storytelling 
Ambassador program was not able to be 
successfully incorporated.  

CONCLUSIONS
Rather than presenting answers to the 
questions raised by our other research, 
our case studies have further affirmed the 
provisional conclusions we came to after 
conducting our storytelling practitioner 
interviews. We did not find, either in these 
specific case studies or in any literature 
or news sources about storytelling 
being used in connection with city 
planning, methods that articulated how 
storytelling concretely influenced what 
was included in a city plan. The outcomes 
for storytelling were described in terms 
of resident empowerment, the surfacing 
of marginalized histories, and the 
opportunity for diverse voices to be heard. 
Storytelling might be said to “inform” 
city planning decisions, but none of the 
examples we found discussed any system 
by which storytellers interacted directly 
with city planners or were informed 
about how the story they shared impacted 
planning decisions. 
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While all of the storytelling projects we 
considered have undeniable value, since 
the simple act of inviting someone to 
share a story affirms the importance of 
that person’s experience and perspective, 
we did not find that these initiatives 
addressed what might be given back to 
the storyteller beyond that invitation. 
Especially in the context of historically 
marginalized communities, we believe 
that has the strong potential to uphold an 
extractive dynamic in which an individual’s 
experience is leveraged as a DEI outcome 
without an actual shift toward community 
ownership over decision-making and 
resource distribution in city planning.
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NAME 

Rasheed Ajamu

Seth Anderson-Oberman

Neil Bardhan

Phoebe Bachman

Nuala Cabral

Vashti Dubois

Shannon Garrison

Maritza Guridy

Eric Grimes / Brother Shomari

Debora Kodish

Louis Massiah

Andrea Ngan & Danita Reese

Cassie Owens

Connie Vandarakis

Catziie Vilayphonh

Yolanda Wisher

AFFILIATION
 
G-Town Radio

Community organizer

First Person Arts

Mural Arts / People’s Budget

Independence Public Media Foundation

The Colored Girls Museum

Historic Preservation, PCPC

Parents Organized in the SDP

WURD Radio, community organizer

Public folklorist

Scribe

Service Design Studio

Journalist

Disability Pride

Laos in the House

Artist and cultural worker
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Philadelphia Folklore Project
735 S. 50th St., Philadelphia, PA 19143
www.folkloreproject.org

The Philadelphia Folklore Project works to sustain vital and diverse 
living cultural heritage in communities in our region through 
collaborative projects, research, documentation and education, 
prioritizing folk and traditional arts in service of social change.

We Win from Within
www.wewinfromwithin.com

We Win From Within serves justice-oriented artists, community groups, 
and not-for-profit organizations by offering consulting, facilitation, and 
grantwriting services.

Citizens Planning Institute
Philadelphia City Planning Commission
1515 Arch Street, 13th Floor
Philadelphia, PA 19102-1583
www.citizensplanninginstitute.org

CPI is the education and outreach arm of the Philadelphia City Planning 
Commission. CPI introduces Philadelphians, who “love where they live”, 
to the activities of city planning, zoning and development so they can 
help shape and preserve their neighborhoods.


