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00
INTRODUCTION

Beginnings are always the hardest. Facing 
the proverbial blank screen and searching for 
those first elusive words. The ones that 
convey the essence of your idea and set the 
exact tone you’re trying to achieve. Now, let’s 
mix in the added pressure of having to  
create beautiful and captivating visuals that 
not only bring your words to life, but make 
them soar.

It’s this scenario that led me to produce this 
multimedia ebook with advice from 
influencers on storytelling for the visual web. 
As communicators, you know how to talk a 
good game. Now it’s time to put your money 
where your mouth is and learn how to tell 
stories across multiple platforms that are 
creative, spellbinding and visual.

But we’re really good writers. Why do we 
need anything more?
You know how to create using words, but 
these days words alone don’t have the same 
impact as in the past. The world of blogs, 
apps, social networks and photo and video 
sharing has opened a whole new way for us 
to express ourselves using words plus 
images. 

All the tools are there and many are FREE.  
Now we just need to take the time to play 
around with them and learn how to move 
beyond our textually-active selves.
That’s what this project is all about — a 
primer in visual storytelling for writers and 
communicators. The tips apply whether you 
work in B2B or B2C, because in the end we 
are all working P2P: person to person. 
Reading, watching and listening to the 
content in this ebook will help you discover 

The new tabula rasa
When I was in grade six, my teacher marched 
into the classroom with a blank sheet of 
paper and screeched , “Does anyone know 
what this is?” Not knowing how to respond, 
we stared back at her with an expression of 
horror and shock. “This is a tabula rasa,” she 
roared.

“A clean slate. If I had trouble with any of you 
in the past, I’m wiping that away and giving 
you a chance to start again.” 
 
That’s what communicators and PR 
professionals need: an electronic tabula rasa.  

your own zen of content marketing and 
encourage you to embrace your inner Ps: 
publishing, producing and publicity.
 
Fix Your GPS: Get with the Pictures, Stupid
It’s time to switch our brain’s build-in remote 
to the visual imagination channel, wake up 
our inner child and go “back to the future”  to 
create stories in technicolor and master how 
to engage, educate and entertain in words 
and pictures. 

The DeLorean’s ready. Let’s drive!  

www.cision.com 
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“ PR people need to create visual 
stories and move beyond our 
textually-active selves.”
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VISUAL 
STORYTELLING 
THROUGH
THE YEARS

People say we have only recently become 
visual storytellers, but look back to ancient 
cave drawings and you’ll see storytelling has 
always been picture-driven. It wasn’t until 
the invention of Gutenberg’s printing press 
in the 15th century that the publication of 
words was democratized and made available 
to the masses.

Throughout the 20th century, magazines like 
Life used photojournalism to capture the 
world in pictures. Beginning in 1936 with the 
introduction of broadcast television in the 
US and the beginning of the programming 
schedule, TV brought pictures and sound 
into people’s living rooms. In a blog post 
examining the history of visual 

communications, social media and 
communications strategist Richard 
Binhammer says, 

Here’s a timeline of major visual milestones 
since the 1800s.

“Over thousands of years, or 
just over a generation, visuals 
have proven to be always 
present and a powerful means to 
communicate. They work to tell 
stories, account for what is 
happening in the world and 
represent opportunities to reflect 
on values and being. ”

www.cision.com 



First selfie, or 
self-portrait, 
taken by Robert 
Cornelius who 
has plenty of 
time to run into 
the frame.

1839

Television 
comes to 
America.

Polaroid sells 
the first instant 
camera.

The World Wide 
Web becomes 
publicly 
available.

Mark Ge�y 
and Jonathan 
Klein found 
Ge�y images, 
the first 
company to 
license photos 
on the web. 

Flickr, the first 
photo sharing 
service and 
community, 
begins.

YouTube 
launches. First 
modern selfies 
taken and 
posted on 
MySpace.

Snapchat 
pioneers 
ephemeral 
messages and 
(seemingly) 
disappearing 
photos.

At over two 
billion views, 
Psy’s Gangnam 
Style video 
becomes the 
most viewed 
YouTube video 
of all time. 

The auteur 
rises: close-ups, 
reverse shots, 
continuity 
editing and 
other elements 
of film 
production 
begin to 
emerge.

1941

1948

1991

1995
2002 2005 2011

2014

1900

Sources: 
Visual storytelling Through the Years: http://hivenyc.org/CrashCourses/r_brie�istoryofstorytelling.html
History of cartoons: http://www.cartoonmuseum.org/explore/history-of-cartoons-comics
The Known World of Visual Storytelling http://mrjakeparker.com/the-known-world-of-visual-storytelling
History of photography: http://photo.net/learn/history/timeline
5 ways to use photos to tell stories on social media: http://www.socialmediaexaminer.com/visual-stories/
http://www.je�bullas.com/2014/06/17/12-top-hacks-to-enhance-user-engagement-on-your-blog/#byQzboLhFum0Q5K4.99

http://thenextweb.com/insider/2011/08/06/20-years-ago-today-the-world-wide-web-opened-to-the-public/
http://www.b2bnn.com/2015/02/infographic-top-content-marketing-trends-2015/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Jazz_Singer
http://www.polaroid.com/history
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Selfie
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_most_viewed_YouTube_videos

Joseph Nicephore 
Niepce takes first 
photographs. 
“Heliograph” 
name doesn’t 
catch on.

The Jazz Singer: 
first film with 
pre-recorded 
and synced 
sound is 
released.

Cathode Ray 
Tube 
Amusement 
Device is 
considered the 
earliest known 
interactive 
electronic game. 

First American 
dramatic TV 
series to be shot 
in colour: 
Bonanza. 

First image 
uploaded to 
the internet: 
French parody 
rock band, Les 
Horribles 
Cerne�es.

Google Images 
introduced.

Harvard 
student Mark 
Zuckerberg 
creates 
Facebook in 
Cambridge, MA. 

Pictures 
become our 
new dialog: 
Pinterest and 
Instagram 
launch.

Facebook buys 
Instagram.

Prediction: 
Multimedia 
goes mobile 
first and our 
consumption 
of videos, 
podcasts and 
photos 
continues to 
grow.

Lights. Camera. 
Action. First 
motion picture 
device invented 
by Eadweard 
Muybridge.

1827

1927
1947

1959

1992
2001

2004 2010

2012 2015
1877

Visual Storytelling Through the Years



Picture this: a group of people who are 
supposed to be colleagues, but don’t really 
look the part, are standing around a 
computer screen and a�empting to convey 
that “important” work is being done. Sound 
familiar? Thankfully, we’ve put most of those 
not-so-good-ole-days of cheesy website 
images behind us. But even with our 
high-pixel smartphones, point-and-click does 
not a decent photographer make.
 
San Diego photographer Paul M. Bowers 
teaches writers and other folks how to think 
visually. Here are his tips for taking be�er 
photos:

Stop diminishing the value of photographs. 
The velocity at which people consume 
modern media is so great that there is li�le 
time for words. We want to learn more at a 

02
HANDSHAKES, 
HIGH FIVES 
AND HOKEY 
HUDDLES

faster pace and in a shorter time, yet our 
ability to absorb information via words is 
nowhere near the speed at which we can 
absorb information through imagery. 

2

Don’t be afraid to create your own image. 
Have a glance at                                       . Every 
picture was taken with either a snapshot 
camera or a smartphone. You don’t need a 
fancy-pants camera or lighting setup to 
create something visually stunning. Mostly, 
you just need permission. Your photo, not 
someone else’s, is what makes the difference.

1
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“ Poor images destroy 
credibility as quickly as 
good images earn it—o�en 
faster.”

–Paul M. Bowers

Just the Cool Stuff



Your photos should reflect the benefits of 
your content. Ever heard the advertising 
mantra, “Sell benefits, not features?” Take a 
picture showing a striking venue to 
complement a title like “Five Tips for Planning 
a Spectacular Event”, rather than using a 
stock shot of a clipboard or party graphics.

Understand the use of negative space. The 
single most important element in graphic 

design is blank space. If you can place a 
nickel on a business card without it touching 
any type, that card has enough empty space 
on it. The same principle applies to 
photography. Include open areas in your 
composition to emphasize the subject. 
Eliminate distracting elements to pare down 
your composites to create the strongest, 
boldest statement possible.

Photograph what you love. Any 
expression—words, painting, or 
photography—that is created with integrity 
is, by nature, autobiographical. A specular 
highlight, gradation in lighting, an 
interesting angle—those are what make the 
images unique. Just like in writing, what 
inspires you will inspire others. 

3

4

5
A note about stock photography: As 
Bowers pointed out above, adding your 
personality to images is what makes 
them stand out. If you wouldn’t buy 
headlines and text from a stock 
writing site, why would you do it with 
photos? 

Sources: 
All Photos by Paul M. Bowers.
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A REAL-TIME 
PICTORIAL 
RECORD

How many of you have been to a conference 
or keynote speech and noticed an artist at 
the front of the room, furiously doodling 
away and trying to capture the essence of 
the talk in real-time?

That process is called graphic recording and 
it is a commercial artform that, according to 
Heather Willems, helps organizations 
“communicate their ideas clearly with 
visuals, making their words powerful, 
shareable and infinitely more memorable.” 

Willems and Nora Herting, both of whom 
have backgrounds in photography, founded 

graphic recording agency ImageThink in 
2009. They are what you might call 
quick-draw artists. 

In a recent interview in Forbes magazine, 
Willems discusses the appeal of her cra�.

“Like a picture, we capture the moment in an 
image that creates a visual story of the event. 
Like photos, the drawing can live on its own, 
sharing the experience—and o�en times 
emotion—of the event with its viewers.” 

www.cision.com 

“Communicate ideas visually 
to make words powerful, 
shareable and infinitely 
more memorable.”

–Heather Willems
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Graphic recordings make your ideas easier to 
grasp and remember along the same lines as 
infographics, memes, animated GIFs and 
cinemagraphs.  Willems recommends using a 
newspaper as the model for your information 
hierarchy. 

Start with an eye-catching headline, add in 
bullet points to highlight key content and 
feature lots of pictures.

Here's an example of her work.



It started with the wri�en word. And it’s long 
been said that, in addition to being organized 
and entrepreneurial, PR pros need to be 
talented writers in order to succeed. While 
that is still true, it is no longer enough. In a 
visual and mobile world, we need to 
overcome our addiction to text.

That can be tough in an industry where 
messages are traditionally wri�en and our 
default mode of communications has been 
the news release—hardly a bastion of visual 
imagery. Sure things are changing and the 
social media release was a step forward, but 
far too many of us still default to type. 

04
THE WORD 
EVOLVED: 
WHERE 
WRITING FITS

Gini Dietrich, founder and CEO of Arment 
Dietrich, and author of Spin Sucks, has deep 
roots in writing and believes a movie version 
is never be�er than the original book.

Yet a few years back, she started peppering 
her prodigious blog content with a 
self-produced social media video series. 
There she encouraged her audience to send 
in questions about PR and digital 
communications via Facebook and she would 
answer in a video recording posted  on the 
blog and her YouTube channel. 

www.cision.com 

“Make it easy for people to 
scan your content so they 
can reward you with shares 
and comments.”

         -Gini Dietrich
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This served a number of purposes including 
giving Dietrich’s team a new way to celebrate 
and engage its community and offer another 
reason to share Spin Sucks blog content. 

Here Dietrich offers tips on how to cra� a 
headline that makes people want to click 
and reminds us that breaking up copy with 
subheads or forma�ed fonts is part of visual 
storytelling. 

http://youtu.be/3-JKVnOIhSw
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THAT’S
MY JAM: 
PODCASTS 

Because Serial became such a runaway 
success, it even spawned a parody on 
Saturday Night Live, a lot of people think 
podcasts are the latest and greatest way for 
us to share stories and news. Yet it’s actually 
been 14 years since RSS pioneer Dave Winer 
posted a Grateful Dead song to his blog, the 
true beginnings of podcast tech.
 
According to social media strategist and 
podcaster Donna Papacosta, podcasts are 
basically “Internet radio shows” about nearly 
any subject under the sun. So you’re bound to 
find one you like. Plus, they’re easy to follow 
because you can subscribe.
 
These days, with Bluetooth-enabled cars and 
the proliferation of smartphones,  you can 
catch your favourite podcast while driving, 

at the gym or just walking around town.  And 
they can be effective for both external and 
internal communications.
 
When it comes to your own foray into audio 
storytelling, Papacosta recommends 
following the four Ps: planning, producing, 
publishing and promoting your podcast.
 
It’s also important to remember the job isn’t 
over when your episode is recorded and 
available on iTunes or your blog. You still 
need to create a short, wri�en summary of 
your show for two key reasons: people and 
Google. 

www.cision.com 

“What a lot of people like 
about podcasts is the 
intimacy of the earbuds. 
You can feel like you’re 
having a real conversation 
with that person.”

–Donna Papacosta



First, you want to give your audience a home 
to visit to find the links and other details. In 
order to do this, you need to describe and tag 
your shows properly so Google can index 
your content and populate it in search. 

 

DONNA PAPACOSTA
Owner, Trafalgar Communications

Podcast produced by Jacob Waxman.

With 93% of all online experiences beginning 
with search that’s more important than ever. 
Now, slide on your headsets or crank up your 
speakers—well,not that much—and have a 
listen to Papacosta’s advice.

Sources: 
Podcast produced by Jacob Waxman. http://hivenyc.org/CrashCourses/r_brie�istoryofstorytelling.html
For Immediate Release - http://forimmediaterelease.biz
Inside PR - http://www.insidepr.ca

http://youtu.be/0DhfIgTJLNk
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BIG IDEAS, 
SMALL 
SCREEN

You may not carry a clapper board or wear a 
light meter around your neck, but if you’re in 
PR, some video production skills are 
essential.

I’m not just referring to those archaic 
corporate videos where a golf-shirted CEO 
sits uncomfortably on top of his desk with 
canned electro-pop playing in the 
background. With content like that, it’s no 
wonder people tuned out fast.

The videos we are talking about are easy to 
produce and edit using equipment you 
already own like smartphones and 
computers, and your creative imagination. 
They can go viral, but the reality is, very few 
do. Data from a few years back found that 

only one third of a percent (0.33%) of videos 
uploaded to YouTube earn more than a 
million views. That’s why it is so important to 
create other goals to measure your ROI. 

Instead of focusing on that elusive virality, 
create a “bacterial” video, one that has more 
of a niche target and appeals to a smaller 
audience but in a big way. 

Now add mobile into the mix
Jay Baer is a bestselling author, content 
marketing strategist and host of Jay 
Today—a bite-sized video show. Baer says 
that to win on mobile, your video should be 
shorter and more focused than if designing 
for a desktop. It needs to pass the Mom test: 
would your Mom share it? If so, you’re good. 

www.cision.com 

“ If you want people to share 
your video, ask them.”

–Jay Baer
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If not, rethink it. In addition to creating a 
video, you have to share it to gain traction. 
Post it on your blog, YouTube, and Facebook. 
Cut it up for Instagram and Vine and quite 
simply, ask people to share it. 

For more, check out this Cision blog post with 
ideas for the four types of videos PR pros can 
make. 

And now, heeeeere’s Jay!

http://youtu.be/tqlBQaue8OU
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I’M F***IN’ 
LOST IN 
SPACE

Your new website is a responsive work of art. 
The interface is perfect and, like Homer 
Simpson’s belly, your site expands and 
contracts to your screen size.  But the 
analytics are not showing the traffic flow you 
wanted and mobile bounces are higher than 
a rubber cheque in a 1950s pulp novel.
 
Now’s the time to talk to Ian Everdell, the 
Sam Spade of user experience. A web design 
and UX detective, Everdell says many sites 
are not built from a customer’s perspective. 
No one asks about their behaviour or what 
they want.

 Organizations need to create ‘desire paths’ 
and easy to navigate shortcuts. That is the 
difference between ge�ing somewhere in 
three clicks versus one, similar to what our 
minds want when we cut across a lawn 
rather than going around it.
 
Living in a mobile-first world, organizations 
need to shi� their strategy and begin with 
mobile and scale up. Start with the 
essentials, those elements your site must 
have and then build to the desktop.
 

www.cision.com 

“ If you’re designing 
responsively, you need to 
think about mobile first.”

–Ian Everdell
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In this short video, Everdell takes us through 
his modus operandi to understand what 
a�racts our eyes. 

Once you hear what he says, you’ll never look 
at your beloved website the same and you’ll 
want to remake it in your customer’s image.

http://youtu.be/Lkhi1NNLvs8
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BREAK THE 
INTERNET 
LIKE A 
KARDASHIAN

If there is one lesson we can learn from 
Hollywood, and it’s not necessarily how to 
tell a story—though they can be pre�y 
talented at that—it is how to promote your 
project and make sure the word spreads near 
and far.

PR pros call it media relations. Hollywood 
calls it publicity. Regardless of the term, the 
definition is making a story public. These 
days publicity seems like a be�er way to 
describe our role in the new PR landscape 
because we no longer focus on media alone. 
We have to reach multiple audiences, 
influencers and communities. 

Hollywood folks know they have to get their 
audience excited, tease them, let them in on 
secrets and, above all, break through. That’s 
why so many shows of dubious quality get an 
overabundance of a�ention. They have 
developed a social machine.

Harness the power of social PR
CEO of Shonali Burke Consulting Shonali 
Burke, a popular blogger and early adopter of 
social media, gets social PR.  According to 
Burke, the key is to find the right influencers, 
build relationships with them and motivate 
and energize them around your stories. 
Empower people to spread the message for you. 

www.cision.com 

“ In order to make a story 
shareable, it must be simple, 
easy to understand, relatable 
and incorporate shareable 
elements into it.”

–Shonali Burke
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See what else Burke has to say here.

http://youtu.be/Hs2J--irj5Y
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THE CONTENT 
CRAP YARD: 
DON’T GO 
THERE

Brace yourselves. There are 500 million 
tweets and 400 million Snapchats sent every 
day. Six billion hours of video are watched on 
YouTube each month. More than 6.7 million 
people blog on blogging platforms and 12 
million blog on social networks. That’s a lot 
of content.

How many tabs do you have open right now? 
How many email newsle�ers are in your 
inbox waiting to be read? What about saved 
posts on Facebook or all those links on 
Pocket you promised yourself you’d get to 
later?

Now add all the tweets, LinkedIn and 
Medium stories, other blog posts and videos 
just waiting for you to consume. Feeling 
overwhelmed?

Unfortunately, we as PR pros, are partly to 
blame. Thanks to the D.I.Y. nature of social 
media there’s more content than ever being 
generated. PR professionals, organizations 
and brands are all in content overdrive. 

www.cision.com 

“ Thanks to the D.I.Y. nature of 
social media there’s more 
content than ever being 
generated. ”



www.cision.com 

The result: extreme content pollution
So what can we do to get a handle on the 
overabundance of content? Maybe we need to 
borrow a page from the environmental 
movement and learn how to reduce, refuse and 
relax.

Check out my video to see what you can do to 
cut down content, not trees.

http://youtu.be/ahYEWqsHOOY
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KNOW WHEN 
TO HOLD, 
KNOW WHEN 
TO FOLD AND 
OTHER THINGS 
THEY DON’T 
TEACH YOU IN 
PR SCHOOL
 

In addition to our writing talents, PR pros are 
good talkers–always have been. You see it in 
meetings and presentations. We’re trained to 
be persuasive communicators, but 
organizations need more than just talk now. 
They are looking for creators of content 
across multiple mediums, all of which need 
to be shareable. 
 
How can you evolve to meet this new need? 
Sign up for course in photography, video 
production, web coding or online graphic 
design. Or go D.I.Y and learn at our own pace. 

Regardless of the route, get out of your 
comfort zone and try something new. 
Start a blog that enhances your personal 
brand and demonstrates you’re a 

thought-leader. Record a podcast. Produce, 
edit and upload a video. If you’re really lucky, 
it might even go viral. 

Put your creativity where your mouth is
Chief Content Strategist for Edelman Steve 
Rubel was one of the first PR bloggers. 
He’s responsible for creating and cultivating 
best practices in content strategy and for 
piloting innovative media partnerships that 
integrate paid, owned and earned strategies. 
According to Rubel, the democratization of 
video  and visual production is an 
opportunity for PR professionals to become 
proficient multimedia storytellers. 

www.cision.com 

“Video and photography are 
more critical than ever for 
conveying our message in a 
mobile and social age.”

–Steve Rubel
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Start with a deep dive into the three ways 
people discover content: search, direct or 
social. “Algorithms are the new intermediaries,” 
Rubel says.

Check out all of his advice.

http://youtu.be/5b9pQOj21aY
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