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STORIES MAKE US HUMAN
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RETHINKING OUR BRAINS AS COMPUTERS
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SEEK 
CONTROL, 
DETECT  
CHANGE, 
DRAWN TO 
CHARACTER. 

OUR 

BRAINS… 

Gottschall, J. (2012). The storytelling animal: How stories make us human. Mariner Books.

Hood, B. (2012). The self illusion: How the social brain creates identity. Oxford University Press. 

Lewis, M. (2025). How to tell a great story with Michael Lewis. MasterClass. 



RETHINKING OUR BRAINS AS COMPUTERS

4

SEEK 
CONTROL, 
DETECT  
CHANGE, 
DRAWN TO 
CHARACTER. 

OUR 

BRAINS… 

Gottschall, J. (2012). The storytelling animal: How stories make us human. Mariner Books.

Storr, W. (2020). The science of storytelling: Why stories make us human and how to tell them better . Abrams 

Press.

Hood, B. (2012). The self illusion: How the social brain creates identity. Oxford University Press. 



RETHINKING OUR BRAINS AS COMPUTERS

5

SEEK 
CONTROL, 
DETECT  
CHANGE, 
DRAWN TO 
CHARACTER. 

OUR 

BRAINS… 

Storr, W. (2020). The science of storytelling: Why stories make us human and how to tell them better. Abrams Press.

Heider, F., & Simmel, M. (1944). An experimental study of apparent behavior. The American Journal of Psychology, 57, 243–

259. https://doi.org/10.2307/1416950

https://doi.org/10.2307/1416950


RETHINKING OUR BRAINS AS COMPUTERS

6

SEEK 
CONTROL, 
DETECT  
CHANGE, 
DRAWN TO 
CHARACTER. 

OUR 

BRAINS… 

Gottschall, J. (2012). The storytelling animal: How stories make us human. Mariner Books.

Hood, B. (2012). The self illusion: How the social brain creates identity. Oxford University Press. 

Lewis, M. (2025). How to tell a great story with Michael Lewis. MasterClass. 



WHAT MAKES A 
GOOD STORY?
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1. REVISIT YOUR PRE-WORK

2. APPLY STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK

3. EMPOWER YOU TO CREATE CHANGE

(Individual Reflection) 

(Peer-to-peer Discussion) 

_______________________________________



REVISIT YOUR PRE-WORK

1. Who is the child or family behind an issue you care 
about? (No names; protect confidentiality)

2. Why should people care about this issue? 

3. What system gap does this issue reveal?

4. What policy change would help?

5. What specific policymaker should care about this issue?

(60 sec. Reflection + Walk Through) 



Strategic Skills Series for Public Health Practice
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KNOW YOUR WHY: What is the issue you 
are passionate about and why does it 
matter?

KNOW THE WHO: Who has the power to 
make a policy decision about your issue? 

KNOW WHAT MATTERS: How does your 
issue connect to their priorities, their 
constituents, their values?

PRACTICAL INSIGHTS FOR POLICY ENGAGEMENT

Hearne, S., Pollack Porter, K., & Forrest, K. (2023). Policy engagement. American Public Health Association



• What is your ask? 
• Can you say it in one sentence. 

• Who is your policymaker?
• Can you describe what matters to 

them in two sentences.

• Why does it matter? 
• 1 - 3 sentences on why your ask is 

relevant to the policymaker’s 
interests.

APPLY STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK (STEP 1 OF 2)
(15-minutes Peer-to-peer Discussion) 

Give feedback to your partner— What was clear, what was not, helpful 
suggestions to make it better? After receiving feedback, try again. 



Person: ______________________

Problem: _____________________

System Gap: ___________________

Policy Relevance: ________________

Shared Value: ______________________

Next Step: ________________________

APPLY STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK (STEP 2 OF 2)
(15-minutes of Peer-to-peer Discussion) 

[Who is the character in your story?]

[What is the challenge they face?]

[Is their challenge systemic?]  

[What needs to change?]  

[Why would your policymaker care?]

[Invitation to continue the conversation.]

Give feedback to your 
partner
• Did you see the child 

or family?
• Was the system gap 

clear?
• Was alignment with 

shared values clear?
• Were the next steps 

collaborative?  



TIP 1: RECOGNIZE YOUR POLICYMAKER’S 
DYNAMIC
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Decisionmaker Advocate

Perceived importance of the 
health issue

Never thought about it Consider it essential

Knowledge of the health 
intervention

Non-existent Extensive

Understanding of budget 
demands

Keenly aware of many demands Aware but lacks details

Subject to interest group 
pressure

Feels pressure constantly Knows about some groups

Interest in the health issue Not interested Core part of profession

Time available for action Very limited; measured in 
minutes

As much as is needed

Hearne, S., Pollack Porter, K., & Forrest, K. (2023). Policy engagement. American Public Health Association



THE MESSENGER IS 
OFTEN MORE 
IMPORTANT THAN THE 
MESSAGE. CHOOSE 
WISELY. 
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TIP 2: JOIN THEIR 
FELLOWSHIP AS A 
CHARACTER IN 
THEIR STORY

Hearne, S., Pollack Porter, K., & Forrest, K. (2023). Policy engagement. American Public Health Association

Duarte, N. (2010). Resonate: Present visual stories that transform audiences. Wiley. 
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What is your policy ask?

© Lerner Center for Public Health Advocacy

TIP 3: CONNECT WHO THEY ARE TO 
WHAT YOU’RE ASKING OF THEM

Becherer, R. C., Richard, L. M., & Wiley, J. B. (1977). Predicting market behavior: Are psychographics really better? Journal of the Academy of Marketing 

Science, 5, 75–84.

Bosnjak, M., Ajzen, I., & Schmidt, P. (2020). The theory of planned behavior: Selected recent advances and applications. European Journal of Psychology, 

16(3), 352-356.



TIP 4: CAUSE & EFFECT 
MAKE STORIES EASIER 
TO FOLLOW
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Mitchell, T. (2025). Storytelling through photography. MasterClass. 

Storr, W. (2020). The science of storytelling: Why stories make us human and how to tell them better . Abrams 

Press.



TIP 5: BUILD A MODEL THEY CAN FEEL, INSTEAD 
OF UNDERSTAND
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Mitchell, T. (2025). Storytelling through photography. MasterClass. 

Storr, W. (2020). The science of storytelling: Why stories make us human and how to tell them better . Abrams 

Press.

Duarte, N. (2010). Resonate: Present visual stories that transform audiences. Wiley. 



SPECTRUM OF 
ADVOCACY 
ACTIVITIES FOR 
PUBLIC HEALTH 
PROFESSIONALS
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WHAT ARE YOUR NEXT STEPS?
• What additional research will you do?
• What are some interim steps you can take to gather 
the skills or relationships you need?

• Are there any opportunities (open public comment or 
legislative hearings) to be aware of?
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When YOU lead, our children move forward. 



GET MORE RESOURCES
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