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Your organization is full of meaningful stories. The problem is, they rarely surface
on their own.

Most interviews and connections fall flat. This isn't because the story isn't there, but
because the questions never go deep enough. They stay focused on programs,
outcomes, and data. They skip the part that actually moves donors: the human
experience underneath.

Over more than two decades of interviewing newsmakers, veterans, families,
survivors, politicians, entrepreneurs, and community leaders, I've found that certain
questions consistently open doors. They surface the emotional turning points
central to the human experience - the before-and-after moments, the quiet
breakthroughs, the small details that make a story feel true.

The ten questions below are ones | return to again and again. They're designed to
help you uncover stories that show real impact, real humanity, and real change -
the kind of stories that make donors want to stay involved, year after year.

QUESTION 1. "What was life like before you connected with this
organization?"
Why this works

Every strong story needs a clear starting point. This question establishes the
"before," and without it, nothing that comes after lands with full weight. When
readers can picture where someone was before your organization entered the
picture, the contrast becomes powerful. They can feel the distance traveled.

QUESTION 2. "What challenges were you facing during that time?"
Why this works

This is where you move past "things were difficult" and into what was actually
happening. Specificity is what makes stories believable and relatable. You're inviting
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the storyteller to name the real circumstances they were facing (i.e., financial
pressure, isolation, fear, exhaustion). Readers can connect those details to their
own understanding of the world and identify with the mindset of the person
experiencing them.

QUESTION 3. "Do you remember the moment you realized you needed help?"
Why this works

Some of the most vivid moments in any story live right here. This is the instant
someone admitted they couldn't do it alone. This question often uncovers a single
scene: a phone call, a breaking point, a quiet realization, the most desperate of
moments. Those scenes become anchors for the whole narrative and give readers
something to hold onto.

QUESTION 4. "How did you first hear about this organization?"
Why this works

This introduces your organization naturally. It also tends to reveal something
genuinely useful: how people actually find you (your marketing team will love these
insights). Word of mouth, a flyer, a friend's recommendation, a social media post.
Those details add texture to the story and often reflect the quiet ways your
community is spreading the word.

QUESTION 5. "What happened the first time you connected with the
program?”

Why this works

First experiences carry a particular emotional charge. This could be relief,
hesitation, unexpected warmth, or even just simple kindness. This question draws
out those initial impressions. It's also a subtle way of showcasing your team and
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culture through someone else's eyes, which tends to feel far more credible than
anything you could say about yourself.

QUESTION 6. "Was there a moment when you realized things might actually
get better?"

Why this works

This is the pivot from enduring to hoping. Often there's a specific moment:
something someone said, a small win, a door that opened. These moments
frequently become the emotional center of a story, the place where a reader takes
a breath. They're also what donors most want to believe their support makes
possible.

QUESTION 7. "What was the hardest part of your journey?"
Why this works

Honest stories include difficulty and vulnerability, and they're more trustworthy
because of it. This question gives space for the storyteller to name the obstacles
that didn't disappear overnight, the places where the road was still rough. It also
makes clear why your organization's ongoing presence matters, not just at the
beginning, but all the way through.

QUESTION 8. "What kept you going during that time?"
Why this works

This is where resilience, relationships, and personal motivation come to the surface.
People mention their children, their faith, a caseworker who believed in them, a
mentor who showed up consistently. These answers remind readers that behind
every statistic is a person with people who love them and reasons to keep going.

A Free Resource from PorchlightStories.com



% 10 Questions That Unlock

STORIES

QUESTION 9. "What does your life look like today?"
Why this works

This brings the story into the present and makes the impact real and visible. A
steady job. A stable home. Kids in school. Reconnection with family. Whatever the
answer is, it shows donors the concrete ways in which their generosity helped
improve a situation. Don't skip this question. It's often the most moving part.

QUESTION 10. "What would you want someone to know before they decide to
give?"

Why this works

This question creates a direct, personal bridge between the storyteller and your
donor community in a way that feels natural rather than scripted. It invites the
subject to speak to someone they care about rather than answer an interview
question. The answers are often unguarded, deeply felt, and exactly what donors
most need to hear. Someone directly impacted by your mission lands more
authentically than polished messaging points or staff member testimonials.

Powerful nonprofit stories don't come from rushing through interviews or collecting
facts on a checklist.

They come from slowing down. From asking a question and then really listening.
From following a thread when someone's voice shifts or they pause unexpectedly.

These ten questions are a starting place. Use them, adapt them, and let the
conversation lead you somewhere real.

Wait! One More Thing ...
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Ready to dive deeper into the magic?

If these ten questions sparked new ideas, the full Porchlight Story Interview Field
Guide will take you much deeper.

Inside, you'll find 65 carefully crafted interview questions, organized by story stage,
Beginning, Challenge, Discovery, Turning Point, Impact, Reflection, and Donor
Bridge, along with 10 bonus prompts designed to help you draw out stronger
emotion, clarity, and meaning.

Each section is built to move you beyond surface-level program details and into the
human moments that help donors understand, and feel, why your work matters.

Use the guide to prepare for interviews, structure more intentional conversations,
and capture the kinds of details that turn into powerful, donor-centered stories.

Keep it nearby as a quiet reference during interviews, or use it beforehand to map
the story you're trying to uncover.

If storytelling is part of your role, this will quickly become one of your most relied-
on tools.

Learn more at PorchlightStories.com
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