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Healthcare organizations are about much more than dispensing care.

They are about addressing disparities and the social determinants that 
impact patient health. They are about working to improve lives in their 
communities – and, in some cases, across the globe.

It’s surprising, then, that many healthcare organizations focus their 
storytelling not on the impact they’re having, the problems they’re trying 
to solve, or the challenges they face. 

Instead, their story is about money. 

Take a look at most websites, annual reports, or news releases and you’ll 
be confronted with stories about how much money they have, how much 
they need, or how much they give away.

Money is important. But it’s only a part of what healthcare organizations 
do – and their storytelling should reflect their myriad roles.

By taking a new approach to storytelling – one that focuses not just 
on money but on the people and issues that are central to their work – 
hospitals and healthcare organizations can have much more success in 
achieving their missions.
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Why Stories Matter
Not long ago, most healthcare organizations and 
foundations stayed in the shadows. Before the internet 
transformed how we communicate, many organizations 
preferred to stay quiet. They didn’t have much of a 
business case to tell their stories—nor were there many 
channels available to do so.

The world is much different now. Not only is it easier 
than ever to communicate with your key audiences, 
expectations have changed. Organizations that do 
not actively work to tell their stories online, in social 
media, and through other channels are viewed as having 
something to hide.

And at a time when many institutions—including 
healthcare organizations—are facing increased scrutiny 
and criticism, transparency has become critical with 
storytelling taking on greater value.

But effective storytelling shouldn’t be viewed merely as 
a necessary cost of doing business in today’s connected 
world. It also presents a number of key benefits that 
can help you improve outcomes and advance change. 
Effective storytelling can help your organization:

• Attract partners – Philanthropy has its greatest 
impact when it can bring together grantees, 
foundations, government, and businesses to address 
problems. Storytelling can help you gain the attention 
of potential partners and spotlight approaches that 
work.

• Support grantees – The nonprofits that your 
healthcare organization supports don’t just need 
your money. They also benefit when you shine light 
on their work. Your storytelling can help them gain 
credibility and attention. This, in turn, can help them 
earn additional support.

• Change minds – It takes more than money to create 
real change. It requires advocacy – both to influence 
policy and also to get people to alter their habits and 
mindsets. When you tell compelling stories, you have 
a better chance of getting the attention of lawmakers 
and inspiring individuals to improve their health.

• Engage those you serve – If you are truly looking to 
change a system, build trust, or involve a community 
in taking ownership of its future, it helps to engage 
those who are most affected by its work. Good stories 
are critical to making that possible.

Storytelling can be a critical piece of your organization’s 
efforts to achieve its mission. In fact, it can help 
supercharge your grantmaking, improve care, and add 
muscle to your work in advancing awareness and driving 
action.

See how healthcare organizations are using 

strategic partnerships.
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Moral capital 

Healthcare organizations are often seen as nonpartisan, 
neutral players who can use their unique position to help 
identify and bring attention to the gap between our 
values and our behaviors. Today, many organizations are 
using their moral capital to point out inequities in the 
healthcare system.

Reputational capital 
Because many healthcare organizations have a long 
history of working on important issues, they develop 
credibility to the point where when they act, people 
take notice. If managed properly, foundations can use 
their reputational captial to draw attention and to inspire 
people to follow their lead.

Financial capital 
Lastly, healthcare organizations, especially non-profit 
hospitals and health conversion foundations have 
financial capital, which they can invest in programs and 
initiatives that help advance their missions. However, 
it’s important to remember that financial capital has a 
greater impact when it’s used in conjunction with these 

other, equally important forms.

Five Forms of Philanthropic Capital
To develop a storytelling strategy that truly supports 
your mission, it’s helpful to think about how your 
organization affects change.

Jim Joseph, the former president of the Council on 
Foundations, has described five forms of philanthropic 
capital that we need to think about deploying to get 
important things done through philanthropy.

THESE FIVE FORMS OF CAPITAL INCLUDE:

Social capital   

Each organization has relationships and networks of 
influence. Your social capital refers to how you use these 
relationships to reach out to and connect disparate 
groups. 

Intellectual capital 

Every foundation has knowledge – often gleaned 
through years of experience studying problems, testing 
solutions, and working with grantees. Intellectual capital 
refers to the power and ability to share this knowledge in 
order to advance your mission. Healthcare organizations 
can do this by commissioning research, sharing 
information with the media, or bringing people together 
to share and learn.
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healthcare organizations and foundations have the tools 
to lead social storytelling campaigns of their own (though 
few will be at the scale of the Ice Bucket Challenge).

In California, the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation 
and David and Lucille Packard Foundation are using 
social capital in a different and powerful way by 
creating a library of stock photography that nonprofits 
can use to help tell their own stories. Their Images of 
Empowerment project uses the foundations’ social capital 
as a multiplier—giving nonprofits around the globe the 
opportunity to enhance their own storytelling around 
issues like economic empowerment for women and sexual 
and reproductive health.

For both campaigns, organizers have made a conscious 
decision to unleash the reins and let the audience control 
the story. The key to effective social storytelling is a 
willingness to share – and to resist the urge to own the 
conversation. This might feel unnatural at first, but when 
you commit to giving up some control, you can often 
achieve extraordinary results.

As you evaluate how to make more progress 
toward its mission, it’s important to think about 
how you can leverage each of these forms of 
capital in your storytelling. Here are some ways 
in which healthcare organizations can use their 
storytelling to deploy its considerable capital.

Social Storytelling
We often think of storytelling as a one-way transaction. 
We speak and others listen.

But organizations can be much more effective if they 
think of their storytelling as a conversation—and a way to 
motivate those around them to carry that conversation 
into new places and to new audiences. 

The Ice Bucket Challenge stands as a high-level example 
of the power of this notion. The effort started modestly 
when supporters challenged friends to dump buckets 
of ice water over their heads, chronicle their experience 
on video, and then challenge others to do the same on 
social media.

As part of the challenge, participants were encouraged to 
make a donation to the ALS Association.

For its part, the ALS Association made a conscious 
decision not to attempt to micromanage the effort or take 
the reins from its supporters. Instead, it worked to amplify 
their efforts and show gratitude. This strategy gave the 
Ice Bucket challenge movement, allowing the oxygen to 
grow and evolve organically. Ultimately, it raised more 
than $220 million and helped the public understand the 
impact of ALS.

Its success was fueled by the fact that the ALS 
Association understood the power of social capital 
and was willing to give supporters the opportunity to 
spread its message in their own networks – and in their 
own ways.

While the Ice Bucket Challenge is an example of organic 
social storytelling that was initiated by supporters, 
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But foundations don’t have to rely solely on data to use 
their intellectual capital.

Healthcare organizations often have an amazing array of 
experts on their teams and can deploy their expertise to 
help educate individuals about how to live healthy and 
take care of their families and neighbors. They also have 
opportunities to address healthcare issues on a larger 
scale.

Connecticut’s Community Health Center Inc. hosts 
a weekly podcast series and radio show called 
Conversations on Health Care, which features guest 
experts from institutions such as the World Health 
Organization and the Food & Drug Administration, 
as well as peers from universities and healthcare 
institutions around the globe.

Through this podcast series, the organization is using 
its own expertise – as well as the knowledge of others 
in the field – to educate its community about important 
healthcare issues.

Intellectual Storytelling
It’s not easy to tell stories through data. But when a 
foundation does it well, data-backed storytelling can 
pack a big punch.

As an example, one need look no further than Changing 
Faces of Greater Boston – the latest iteration of the 
Boston Foundation’s long-running Boston Indicators 
project. The Boston Indicators project began in 2000 
as a way to track Boston’s progress in areas such as 
education, health, housing, and public safety – and to 
inform important civic conversations.

In recent years, the project has evolved into an effort to 
provide a deep dive into key issues facing the region. In 
2019, that meant taking a look at changing ethnic and 
racial demographics in the region – with an emphasis on 
immigration. The foundation and its researchers used 
infographics, articles, and stories to help show changes 
in neighborhoods and towns throughout the region 
– and it packages the information in ways that made 
it easy for the media, civic groups, and individuals to 
understand and share its key insights.
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Moral Storytelling
Sometimes, an issue is so important that we need to take 
a stand.

In the wake of the 2020 police-related killings of George 
Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, and Breonna Taylor, the Health 
Foundation of South Florida decided to raise its voice 
and say, in clear terms, that it is committed to addressing 
racism within its own structures and to providing 
equitable health care.

In an op-ed published in the Miami Herald, Steven E. 
Marcus, the foundation’s president and CEO outlined 
clear steps that the organization would take to address 
racial equity in its practices.

In doing so, he also helped provide community 
leadership on a timely and critical issue. Here’s an 
excerpt of what he wrote:

“The truth is, for far too long, we’ve seen evidence of the 
structural injustice and inequity that has brought us to 
this tragic and powerful moment. Racial injustice and 
inequity reside at the heart of too much of our society, 
too many of our institutions, sometimes in plain sight but 
more often disguised and deeply ingrained in criminal 
justice and housing, education, economic development and 
environmental concerns.

And, yes, in our health systems too: Racism is a public health 
crisis.”

Through op-eds and public statements, and in day-to-
day communications, healthcare organizations have an 
opportunity to use their moral capital to lead others 
toward a brighter future.

Reputational Storytelling
To make meaningful change, we can’t expect to work 
alone. We need partners. Ideally, those partners include 
members of the communities we serve in finding 
solutions to important problems.

This takes more than a clever hashtag or a compelling, 
personal story. It requires building trust and a willingness 
to listen and learn.

It’s not easy to do. But when it happens, it can be 
transformative.

The Foundation for a Healthy St. Petersburg offers a 
great example for how to use storytelling to build trust in 
its community.

Rather than thinking its money and expertise will be 
enough to advance health equity in its community, the 
foundation has decided that it needs to enlist its entire 
community.

To do that, it created a Center for Health Equity, a 
physical place where the community is invited to work 
together to solve some of the community’s biggest 
challenges.
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Even the standard president’s letter – which is typically 
a dry piece of writing about all an organization’s 
accomplishments – features a bold-faced statement 
about its supporters.

“Our donors and supporters are the heartbeat of our 
organization,” it reads. “We depend on your resilience, 
empathy, and support.”

The report sends a powerful message – and it is likely to 
help build stronger ties that will push the organization 
forward in achieving its mission.

And its storytelling around the center – right down to its 
calls to action – is all about making the community feel 
as though it is an equal partner in the process.

Financial Storytelling 
Of course, there are also times when you should 
talk about money. Healthcare foundations should, 
for instance, aim to be transparent about which 
organizations they support and how they manage their 
investments.

If possible, they should also aim to show how their 
financial investments are making a difference – not just 
to the nonprofits they support but, ultimately, the people 
who are served by those nonprofits.

One way to do that is to approach your organization’s 
annual report not just as a place to provide basic 
financial information, but to spotlight the partners and 
people you support.

Fight Colorectal Cancer is a healthcare organization 
that uses its annual financial report to shine a spotlight 
on the people and partners behind the numbers. While 
annual reports often feature long narratives and position 
the organization that is producing the report as the 
hero, Fight Colorectal Cancer is deliberate in shining the 
spotlight on its supporters.

Watch now

See how Blackbaud Grantmaking™ makes it 
easy to show your impact. 
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Conclusion
When resources are limited and pressure is high, 
it’s easy to fall into bad habits with our storytelling.

If you feel like your healthcare organization is 
caught in a rut with its storytelling – and that it’s 
spending too much time talking about money, 
it’s time to take a step back and think about your 
communications through a different lens.

One way to do that is to review the five forms of 
capital – social, intellectual, moral, reputational, 
and financial – and identify ways in which you can 
tell stories that connect with all five forms. By 
doing so, you’ll be telling more powerful stories 
– and you’ll be using your communications to 
advance your mission in new and exciting ways.
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About Blackbaud
Leading uniquely at the intersection point of technology and social good, Blackbaud connects and empowers organizations to increase their impact 
through cloud software, services, expertise, and data intelligence. We serve the entire social good community, which includes nonprofits, foundations, 
companies, education institutions, healthcare organizations, and the individual change agents who support them.
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