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Storytelling 

as a  
Best Practice 



How often do you tell stories as 
part of your work? 

A.   Rarely or Never (I love data. 
There, I said it.) 

B.   Occasionally (I’m story-curious.) 

C.    Frequently (Sipped the Kool Aid.   
nAlmost ready to drink.) 

D.   All the Time (Do I have to stay?) 



This is my story.  



This is my story.  



White Plains, NY 



Me 

Dick & Jane 
(not their real names) 







Fun, creative work 
environment 



Swirling, sucking 
vortex of despair 



Reduce!   Reuse!

Recycle!





Typical Nonprofit 
Client 



Y'know, we're real good 
at what we do. We're just 

not so good at talking  
about it. 



Oh, well, we work with  
at-risk youth from under 
served communities with 
multiple risk factors and 

blah, blah, blah… 



Executive Director 

Program Manager 

Board Member 

A story? Oh, you 
should talk to Jill who runs 

our communications. 
She's got plenty of 

stories…I think. 



They couldn't tell me 
a good story. 



WTF? 



torytelling S S 







Why is narrative so powerful?

Why should you tell 
stories?

What makes a good story?



Memory Study (1976) 
5-year olds 

How We 
Remember 

Why is narrative so powerful?



1 out of 21
soap and shoe

Why is narrative so powerful?



soap and shoe in a sentence
8 out of 21

Why is narrative so powerful?



soap and shoe in a question

16 out of 21

Why is narrative so powerful?



1 out of 21

16 out of 21

8 out of 21

Why is narrative so powerful?



Transforming Cancer Knowledge, 
Attitudes and Behavior Through Narrative 
Annenberg School of Communications & Keck School of Medicine 

Why is narrative so powerful?

What We Act On 



Can storytelling help us protect more 
Mexican-American women from 

cervical cancer? 

Why is narrative so powerful?



Cervical Cancer 

Highly preventable 
through Pap tests, 
HPV vaccination 

250,000 deaths 
annually worldwide 

Mexican-American 
women particularly 
at risk 

Why is narrative so powerful?



3 Groups of Women 

European-
American 

(n=268) 

Mexican-
American 

(n=254) 

African-
American 

(n=236) 

Why is narrative so powerful?



“The Tamale Lesson” 
NARRATIVE 

 

“It’s Time” 
NON-NARRATIVE 

 

Each group of women was divided in half: 

Why is narrative so powerful?



Scheduled a Pap Test 
After Viewing Video 

African-
American 

 

European-
American 

Mexican-
American 

Why is narrative so powerful?



African-
American 

 
57% non-narr. 
64% narrative 

European-
American 

Mexican-
American 

Scheduled a Pap Test 
After Viewing Video 

Why is narrative so powerful?



Mexican-
American 

European-
American 

 
52% non-narr. 
57% narrative 

African-
American 

 
57% non-narr. 
64% narrative 

Scheduled a Pap Test 
After Viewing Video 

Why is narrative so powerful?



European-
American 

 
52% non-narr. 
57% narrative 

Mexican-
American 

 
60% non-narr. 
74% narrative 

African-
American 

 
57% non-narr. 
64% narrative 

Scheduled a Pap Test 
After Viewing Video 

Why is narrative so powerful?



European-
American 

 
52% non-narr. 
57% narrative 

Mexican-
American 

 
60% non-narr. 
74% narrative 

14%	
  

African-
American 

 
57% non-narr. 
64% narrative 

Scheduled a Pap Test 
After Viewing Video 

Why is narrative so powerful?



14%	
  

Why is narrative so powerful?





It’s against my 
religious beliefs. 

Doctors won’t 
work as hard to 

save my life. 

Only rich 
people will get 

my organs. 
	
  

I’m too old to be 
an organ donor. 

What are the 
narratives against 
organ donation? 



It’s against my 
religious beliefs. 

Doctors won’t 
work as hard to 

save my life. 

Only rich 
people will get 

my organs. 
	
  

I’m too old to be 
an organ donor. 











“Facts don't have 
the power to change 
someone's story. 
Your goal is to 
introduce a new 
story that will let 
your facts in.” 
 

Annette Simmons 

 



Why is narrative so powerful?

Why should you tell 
stories?

What makes a good story?





Carl Fredricksen 

Spend his life with Ellie, 
raise a family 

Cannot have children 

Plans an adventure 

WHO’S IT ABOUT? 

WHAT DOES HE WANT? 

WHAT’S IN HIS WAY? 

SO WHAT DOES HE DO? 

AND IN THE END? 
If you keep putting off 
to tomorrow… 



PROTAGONIST	
  

INCITING 
INCIDENT	
  

GOAL	
  

Story Structure



PROTAGONIST

BARRIER

GOAL	
  

Story Structure



Story Structure: A Short Course in Human History





Bush shaking. 
Unusual. 

Must watch closely. 



Whatever. 







Duly noted. 



PROTAGONIST

BARRIER

BARRIER

BARRIER

RESOLUTION 

GOAL	
  

Story Structure



PROTAGONIST

BARRIER

BARRIER

BARRIER

RESOLUTION 

GOAL	
  

INCITING 
INCIDENT	
  

    ACT I   ACT II         ACT III

Story Structure





PROTAGONIST 

GOAL 

BARRIER 

OVERCOMES BARRIER 

MEANING 

Kids don't want to go 

Share the joy of 
surfing 

Izzy Paskowitz 

Takes them anyway 

More to sports than  
who won or lost 



Why is narrative so powerful?

Why should you tell 
stories?

What makes a good story?





Dr. David Olds 





Dr. David Olds 



Baltimore • 1970 



“Suddenly I was 
talking from my 
heart, and not 
just from the 
mind.” 
                       





Comments Take-AwaysQuestions



FREE E-NEWSLETTER   www.thegoodmancenter.com 
 



FREE BOOKS www.thegoodmancenter.com 
 



STAY CONNECTED VIA TWITTER: @GoodmanCenter 





numbers	
   jargon	
  Health  
Promotion 

23% 

jars	
  

Immunization 
23% 

Chronic 
Disease 

39% 

Access 
8% 

Injury 
7% 
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Change	
  the	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  story	
  Change	
  the	
  
The End 

Definitely Not 
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WORKSHOP 

Storytelling 
as Best Practice 



PROTAGONIST

BARRIER

BARRIER

BARRIER

RESOLUTION 

GOAL	
  

INCITING 
INCIDENT	
  

         ACT I     ACT II        ACT III

Story Structure

IDENTIFICATION EMOTION REFLECTION 



JOURNALISTIC	
  STORYTELLING	
  

DRAMATIC	
  NARRATIVE	
  

Story Structure: Journalistic vs. Dramatic Narrative



Story Structure: Journalistic vs. Dramatic Narrative



Story Structure: Journalistic vs. Dramatic Narrative



Story Structure: Journalistic vs. Dramatic Narrative



•  Child psychologist shot by 
former patient. 

•  Starts working with child who 
sees dead people. 

•  Psychologist turns out to be 
dead all along. 

Story Highlights

Story Structure: Journalistic vs. Dramatic Narrative



Take 15 minutes to outline your story.





To be accepted 

The Wind 

Meets Epuron 

Everyone (or thing) 
needs a purpose 

His behavior upsets 
people 

BARRIER 

OVERCOMES BARRIER 

MEANING 

GOAL 

PROTAGONIST 



Use this outline to share your story.



What did you like 
about the story? 

How can 
we make it 

better? 

  Sharing Stories



Comments Take-AwaysQuestions


