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This slidedeck might look a little 
disjointed! 
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About Aaron Young
 Graduated from Simpson College (Class of 2014) 

 After Simpson: Journalist, Des Moines Register

 And Then: Communications Specialist, West Des Moines 

Community Schools

 And Then: Creative Strategist, Bing Bang

 To Today: Communications Manager, City of Indianola
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About 
Cori Burbach

• Assistant City Manager, City of Dubuque

• IaCMA Board Past-President

• ICMA Incoming Board Member

• Local government experience in Iowa, 
Wisconsin, Delaware, Pennsylvania





How Do I Explain What “Storytelling” Means?

Engagement with a purpose.

Storytelling matters.

➢ People connect with stories, not 
reports.

➢ Builds trust, transparency and 
relatability.

➢ Helps control the narrative in 
any type of situation.
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Four Core Storytelling Strategies

1. Humanize

2. Simplify

3. Visualize

4. Localize

“But how do I think like a journalist?”



DELIVERING DUBUQUE

City of Dubuque YouTube channel > 

https://www.youtube.com/c/CityofDubuqueGovernment

What does local government do? > 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GulimOghbjg

https://www.youtube.com/c/CityofDubuqueGovernment
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GulimOghbjg
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Thinking Like a Journalist

➢ Determine best method(s) of 
content creation/distribution.

➢ Ask questions.

➢Who cares? Why now? What’s 
the impact?

➢ Translate projects into human-
centered narratives.

➢ Focus on people, conflict and 
resolution.

➢ Always apply the 5Ws and H.

➢Who? What? When? Where? 
Why? How?

➢ Build/sustain trust and 
experiment.
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“Local news makes folks
feel informed, which makes them 
more active citizens, which makes 

their communities vibrant.”
–Kim Kleman

Executive Director, Report for America

Think Of It This Way…



Meet Residents Where They Already Get Info

➢ Go digital-first, mobile-first.
➢ In 2024, 86% of U.S. adults at 

least sometimes get news on a 
phone, computer or tablet, and 
58% prefer digital devices.

➢ Use social as a news pathway.
➢ 54% of U.S. adults at least 

sometimes get news from social 
media.

➢ Carry your stories natively to 
official platforms, and link back to a 
single source-of-truth page, 
like your official City website.

(Source: Pew Research Center, September 2024) 

https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-sheet/news-platform-fact-sheet/


Meet Residents Where They Already Get Info (Continued)

➢ Email still drives action.

➢ Government emails have a median 
open rate of approximately 34%, with 
state and local emails averaging 
around 35%.

➢ The click rate is about 8%, and the 
90-day engagement rate is roughly 62 
percent.

➢ Citizens will act when content is 
relevant and segmented.

➢ Video lives on platforms.

➢ Most news video consumption 
happens on platforms, not publisher 
sites.

➢ Plan vertical/short formats with 
captions in addition to horizontal.

(Source: Public Communications Benchmark Report 2024, Granicus) 

(Source: Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2024, Reuters) 

https://granicus.com/wp-content/uploads/Resource-Benchmark-Report-Public-Communications-2024.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2024-06/RISJ_DNR_2024_Digital_v10%20lr.pdf




THE RIGHT PLACE FOR PRINT
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How To Do It

 Publish every announcement to a linkable page.

 Your URL never changes.

 Create platform-native video cutdowns that direct users back 
to that page.

 Send segmented email with one primary call-to-action.

 Mirror critical updates across official channels.

 Pin posts and keep timestamps visible.



Write Like A Journalist (Because The Majority Scan)

➢ Always lead with impactful 
headlines and key visuals.

➢ Use short paragraphs, bulleted 
lists and micro-content, like pull 
quotes or bold text.

➢ Present critical information 
“above the fold” for mobile users.

➢ Expect residents to skim before 
they dive right in.
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How To Do It

 Start with impact in the first 2-3 sentences.

 What changes for me? When? Where?

 Format: Problem → City Action → What to Do → What’s Next

 Include a fact box (budget, timeline, neighborhoods), one human 
quote and one visual (photo, map, chart).

 Add alternative text, transcripts/captions and descriptive links.

 “View Paving Map” not “Click Here.”
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How To Do It (Continued)

 Follow AP style and organizational brand standards, but write 
like how a resident would search.
 Use natural, everyday terms in titles and headers. No jargon!

 Structure with headings and subheadings.

 Optimize with featured and related resources.

 Link internally.
 Helps both search engine optimization (SEO) and users navigate.

 Write clear page titles and meta descriptions.
 This is what shows in search results; newer content will

bump old information lower in rankings.



Work Productively With Journalists

➢ Message reach can be amplified.

➢ Credibility can be earned.

➢ Relationships can be built.

➢ Crisis communications can be 
accelerated.

➢ Reputation can be protected.
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How To Do It

 Be proactive, not reactive.
 Don’t wait until a crisis. Pitch human-interest stories regularly.

 Share visuals; reporters may have no time to shoot their own.

 Offer people and not just data.
 Numbers are important, but human voices even better.

 Coordinate subject matter experts who can personalize the story and 
drive impactful messaging.

 Build a media kit.
 Maintain an always-updated digital folder with fact sheets, photos and 

B-roll, logos and brand guidelines.



Measure What Matters (And Iterate)

➢ Review Analytics Regularly.

➢ Look at which pages people visit 
most often and how long they stay.

➢ Notice where they drop off. That may 
mean information is unclear or hard 
to find.

➢ Use search data (what users type 
into your site’s search bar) to 
uncover gaps and new content 
needs.

➢ Monitor Social Media Engagement.

➢ Pay attention to interactions, shares, 
comments, saves and clicks – not 
just impressions.

➢ Watch for patterns: What topics 
spark questions, what formats drive 
traffic and what posts fall flat.



Measure What Matters (And Iterate)

➢ Take a Balanced Approach.

➢ Don’t get caught up in vanity metrics. 
Big numbers don’t necessarily reflect 
impact.

➢ Instead, focus on whether your 
content is reaching the right people 
and driving them to take the 
intended action.

➢ Learn, Test and Adapt.

➢ Use what you learn to shape your 
next story. Try new formats, adjust 
tone or simplify language.

➢ Compare month-to-month 
performance to track progress.

➢ Treat as a cycle: Post → Review →
Adjust → Improve.
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Website Analytics (January 1-August 6)
City of Indianola Website

(Source: Google Analytics)
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Website Analytics (January 1-August 6)
City of Indianola Website

(Source: Google Analytics)
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Social Media Analytics (January 1-August 6)
City of Indianola Facebook

(Sources: Meta for Business, Hootsuite)
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Social Media Analytics
(September 5, 2022-September 4, 2023 vs. September 5, 2023-September 4, 2024)

(Source: Hootsuite)
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Types of Content
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Types of Content (Continued)
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Types of Content (Continued)
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Types of Content (Continued)
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“Good stories are not written. They 
are rewritten.”

–Phyllis Whitney

Closing Thought…



Questions?


