
 

                                                                    © 2015, Children’s Dental Health Project 

Story-Telling 
Putting a Face on Your Issue 

 
Sharing data and other information will be a key part of your efforts to raise awareness of 
the oral health problems that children face.  But much of that content will be hard for your 
audience to remember.  Evidence suggests that telling stories can help make your key 
messages easier to recall. 
 

Facts speak to their brain.  Stories speak to their heart.  And they put a face on your issue.  
Gerry Spence, one of the most successful trial lawyers in America has said, “Every trial, 
every argument for justice is a story.”  He adds that being an effective lawyer is “all story 
telling — nothing more.” 
 

Telling stories isn’t something that goes out of style.  Human beings have been telling 
stories for many centuries — from the prehistoric paintings discovered on cave walls to the 
stories we share every day on Facebook. 
 

People tend to remember stories they’ve heard more than they recall data or other 
information.  Do you remember facts or statistics you were told 3 or 4 years ago?  Probably 
not.  But if you’re like most people, you remember Jack in the Beanstalk, Goldilocks and 
several other stories you were told as a young child — even though you might not have 
heard these stories in at least 20 or 30 years. 
 

In this video, Julie Swanson of the Wisconsin Clearinghouse for Prevention Resources 
explains why telling stories can be a powerful way to make an impression.  Start listening 
at 2:30 into the video, and feel free to stop at 10:00. 
 

[VIDEO: http://preventionspeaks.org/stories/view/speak-to-inspire] 
 
7 tips for choosing and telling stories 
 

Consider your audience and what you know about them.  What kind of story do you think is 
most likely to move them to change their beliefs or their behaviors?  Here are some 
strategies for choosing and telling stories that will have a real impact: 
 

1. The best stories are personal.  Think of situations that you or a family member 
experienced.  When stories are personal, you are likely to tell them with an 
authenticity that will make an added impact on your audience. 
 

2. Answering a few questions can help you find a good story.  What got you involved in 
the issue of oral health?  Was it something you read in the newspaper?  Was it a 
child or adult whom you met?  Did you grow up with a parent or grandparent who 
had lost most or all of his/her teeth?  You may find a story simply by answering one 
of these questions. 
 

http://preventionspeaks.org/stories/view/speak-to-inspire


 

 

3. Think of the people who are part of your coalition: dentists, nurses, hygienists, social 
workers, school teachers, etc.  The odds are that at least a few of them have a 
powerful story that can be built into the presentations you give to public officials 
and stakeholders. 

 

4. Sometimes the best stories are close by.  Has a friend or co-worker ever told you they 
didn’t like to smile because they were self-conscious about the condition or 
appearance of their teeth?  That 
might work as a good story.  

 

5. A good story doesn’t have to be 
specifically about teeth or oral 
health.  If you’re a teacher, you 
might recall a student who came 
to school in clothing that was old, 
frayed or out of style.  Talking 
about how this student’s 
appearance shaped the way she 
was treated by other students 
could be a good way to connect 
the dots to oral health. 

 

6. Practice telling the story within 
your coalition.  Try getting to the 
who, what, when and where as soon as you can.  Is there any information you can 
cut?  Is it helpful to insert a pause at a particular point?  Remember that how you tell 
the story can shape the impact that it has on listeners. 

 

7. Respect a person’s privacy.  Although your motivation for telling a story is unselfish, 
consider whether it is appropriate to use a person’s full name.  Some subjects might 
feel embarrassed to have their story told, so unless you have someone’s permission, 
don’t use their full name.  Using “Alice” or “Damien” is sufficient. 
 

Video: Seeing is believing 
 

Once you have identified a good story or two to illustrate the impact of oral health, consider 
creating a brief video to share these stories.  Providing visuals like this can be a powerful 
way to make your story more authentic and more memorable.  You don’t have to be an 
expert to do it.  Hand-held video cameras can be rented at relatively low costs.  Consider 
people and resources in your community who could help. 
 

The Colorado Health Foundation produced this short video (2:07) on a low-cost budget: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xqb3HQER7rE&feature=youtu.be.  It explains how a high 
school’s health and wellness campaign prompted a group of students to build a greenhouse as a 
way to grow produce that could be used in school lunches. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xqb3HQER7rE&feature=youtu.be

