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An Ambassador from the 
Other Side

Public health 
communicators and 
journalists share a 
responsibility to 
communicate accurate 
information to the public.



Tip #1 Identify Your Goals 
and Your Audience

To inform or persuade a 
public health official, an 
agency or a legislative 
body?
To inform or persuade 

members of the public?

TIP



Tip #2 Respect your 
Audience

Remove the phrase 
“dumbing it down” from 

your repertoire!



Find a story worth 
telling and tell it in a 
compelling, meaningful 
way.

Tip #3 Tell a Good Story



Topic vs. Story

topic
täpik

Noun

A matter dealt with in a text, 
discourse, or conversation; a 
subject.

Boring!



Topic vs Story

story
stohr-ee           
noun

A narrative designed to interest, 
amuse, or instruct the hearer or 
reader.



Topic vs Story

• A story is not a report. 
• A good story does more 

than inform or amplify. 
• A good story adds value to 

the topic.



Example: Titles Tell a Story

Meeting Testing Needs for 
Emerging Contaminants

vs 
What’s in Our Water
and How Do We Know? 



CCC = Central Compelling Character

Characters - vessels that carry the 
reader’s interest and emotional 
involvement through the story 

 Examples of possible CCCs
o The nurse who administers measles vaccine
o The parent whose child got pertussis

Tip #4 Find a CCC



Tip #5 Build a Narrative 
Arc

Introduction
Development
Conflict
Resolution



Jargon – Clouds your Writing



Tip #6 Avoid Jargon

Never fear to use little words. Big, long 
words name little things. All big things have 
little names, such as life and death, war and 
peace, dawn, day, night, hope, love, and 
home. Learn to use little words in a big way. 
Anonymous



It’s not always easy!

 Health issues are complex.

 Health issues are life and death issues.

 Confidentiality can make it difficult to 
find CCCs.

 Communicating public health risks is a 
risky business.

 Who is authorized to tell the story?



How Does This Work?

Assignment: Write a story for the 
public about palliative care.

Read some of the scientific 
literature.
oPalliative care is not just end-of-

life care
oPalliative care can extend lives



How Does This Work?

 Identify CCCs – a team of palliative care 
nurses and their patient, who waived 
confidentiality.

 Told the story about the nurses’ 
fascinating professional relationship and 
how, together, they help their patients 
live better lives.

 Explains palliative care to the public in 
the course of telling a story.





Caveats!

Make sure you know and 
understand your agency’s 
policies on telling public health 
stories.

Don’t violate patient 
confidentiality laws and rules.



Thank you for letting 
me tell you a story!



Resources

Sharpening Ideas: From 
Topic to Story
The Jargon Trap
Jargon Buster: Community 

Development and Public 
Health
SPJ Code of Ethics

http://www.theopennotebook.com/2012/07/11/sharpening-ideas/
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/08/04/the-jargon-trap/?_php=true&_type=blogs&partner=rss&emc=rss&_r=0
http://www.phi.org/resources/?resource=jargon-buster-community-development-and-public-health
http://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp
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