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The power of telling your 
story & strategic framing in 
advocacy



My parents grew up without a lot of financial stability in 
rural areas, but worked hard and were able to buy a house. 

My dad was a manual laborer who worked hard so my 
sister and I could have opportunities that he and my mom 
never had. 



Even in tough times, they were financially savvy and kept 
food on the table and a roof over our heads. 

I pushed myself in school to do my best while also working 
after school and participating in band, theater, and other 
activities.  



I’ve had health issues most of my life, but I’ve still 
accomplished a lot. 

I’m a first generation college student and worked hard to 
get my doctorate in public health at U.C. Berkeley  
A university program for the children of staff members 
made it financially possible for me to attend college. 



My parents grew up without a lot of financial stability in rural 
counties, but worked hard and were able to buy a house. 
The Army Bill helped my dad buy his first house and he didn’t 
face housing discrimination, red-lining, or other policies that 
limited where he could buy. 

My dad was a manual laborer who worked hard so my sister 
and I could have opportunities that he and my mom never 
had. 
His union helped ensure workers had good health insurance 
and I was able to get treated for ear infections and migraines. 



Even in tough times, they were financially savvy and kept 
us housed and fed. 
My parents could access a good credit union and the union 
offered some financial support during strikes. Even though 
it was a lower-wage manual labor job, my dad was able to 
get stock options that are helping them in retirement. 

I pushed myself in school to do my best while also working 
after school and participating in band, theater, and other 
activities.  
My publicly funded schools provided honors classes,
band, theater, and other opportunities for students. 



I’ve had health issues most of my life, but I’ve still 
accomplished a lot. 
I’ve almost always had health insurance through my 
parents or my work. I identify as white, and faced fewer 
barriers to getting good jobs. 

I’m a first-generation college student and worked hard to 
get my doctorate in public health at U.C. Berkeley.
I attended a publicly funded graduate school, qualified for 
work-study, had some of my student loans forgiven, and 
received financial aid. Now I can use what I’ve 
learned to try to improve public health. 



BMSG is grounded in a vision of health, 
safety, justice, dignity, and joy for everyone. 

We support advocates as they communicate 
strategically about their work to build power 
and achieve equity. 
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what we do

● Conduct media research

● Train advocates

● Provide resources for journalists



today’s 
objectives

Overview of tools that can help you: 

● Ensure your stories are aligned 
with overarching goals.

● Apply equity-focused narrative 
change approaches to storytelling.

● Shift from portrait to landscape 
stories that spotlight systemic 
issues and population-level 
solutions.



Lesson 1: Message is never first 

Before you know what you want to SAY…

…you have to know what you want to DO.



layers
of
strategy

You can’t have a message strategy without an overall 
strategy.



Overall strategy

Define the problem you want to address

Clarify the solution for which you’ll advocate

Identify the target with the power to make the  
change

Enlist the allies who can help make your case

Identify what actions you’ll take to influence the 
target

➥

➥

➥

➥

➥



Overall strategy example

Problem: Evictions during early months of 
COVID-19 pandemic

Solution: Pass an equity-focused county 
eviction protection package to keep people 
housed

Target: County Board of Supervisors

Allies: Local grassroots groups (legal, faith, 
housing, immigrant rights), public health 
organizations, etc. 

Actions: petitions, public comment, op-ed, 
social media, etc.

➥

➥

➥

➥

➥

Based on work by the Vallejo Housing Justice Coalition and other 
community organizers in Solano County



Your overall 
strategy must 
center racial 
and health 
equity if you 
want your 
communications 
strategy to 
advance racial 
and health 
equity. 



10. Decision 
making power or 
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layers
of
strategy

Storytelling happens here



Lesson 2: Make the landscape visible. 



Cognitive 
frames

Mental 
pathways that 
help people 
understand 
the world.



PFACF &  ILISTICF

Just a few clues…



a challenge with storytelling is…

going from… to…

I beat the odds!

Our leaders must change 
the odds and create 

conditions where 
everyone can be healthy
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Stories tell us a lot 
about the individual or 
incident and not much 
else.

Stories show more of the systems and 
structures around the person, or 
connect incidents to trends and themes.

 

landscape (thematic)

Image from Natalie Nourigat, commissioned by Upstream Public Health, used with permission



What are the portrait elements? 

Photo: Bishop Elementary 

Photo: City of 
Englewood
 

What are the landscape elements? 



How do we make the 
landscape visible? 



What is the context that surrounds the 
portrait? 
● Bring history forward
● Use a few facts/data points
● Describe a systemic solution that 

will help more than one person
● Name social factors or root causes 

that affect this health issue
● Support authentic voices in 

connecting their portrait story to the 
landscape 

● Use compelling visuals that include 
the landscape

● Use values in your stories

making the 
landscape 

visible



Alameda County Public Health Department’s report on social and health 
inequities 

Bring history forward and show root causes



“ Name root causes

Name how things came 
to be, show the 
landscape

"Lifelong experiences of racial 
discrimination and the policies 
that created inequitable 
neighborhoods and 
socioeconomic conditions are 
causing the toxic stress that 
impacts birth and infant health”

-Dr. Curtis Chan, Deputy Health 
Officer, San Mateo County 

https://www.sacbee.com/news/nation-world/national/article245745675.html



𓐑

Name social 
factors: Include 
community 
context that 
shapes 
individuals’ lives 

https://preventioninstitute.org/publications/beyond-screening-achieving-californias-bold-goal-reducing-exp
osure-childhood-trauma



Use a few facts to show how 
this impacts more than one 
person

“I work three jobs and I still qualify for Medicaid,”  
“That should tell you something.”

Walker’s plight is not unique. About 2,300 workers 
will be serving hot dogs, mixing cocktails and 
scrubbing toilets on Sunday, from stadium janitors 
to ushers to cashiers hired by companies 
contracted to manage the new stadium as well as a 
couple dozen independent restaurants.

Some make as little as $13 an hour for part-time, 
seasonal jobs that leave many needing other 
employment to support themselves. Minimum wage 
in Nevada is $10.25 an hour until July, when it 
bumps up to $12.

https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/super-bowl-raiders-workers-18652766.php



“What I don’t understand is, if he (Newsom) 
already came and became aware of the issue, 
signed the bill, and allocated the funds… 
where is the action?” Torres-Romo said. “We 
are fighting against the clock here.”

People have asked why she doesn't just 
move.
"That's not the solution," she said. "If I leave, 
another family will just come here and have 
the same issue."

https://www.fresnobee.com/fresnoland/article244917932.html

Support authentic voices in connecting 
their story to the landscape



section title

Use compelling visuals 
that show the landscape



Articulate your values

fairnessliberty

interconnection can-do spirit

community
unity

family

democracy

common-
sense

pride of 
place



“The diversity, commitment, 
ingenuity, and resiliency of the 
region’s people have carried them 
through decades of hardship and 
adversity and make the Valley a 
unique and valuable place to live for 
many.”

Lead with values



What can we do? ● Embed equity into our overall 
strategies.



What can we do? ● Embed equity into our overall 
strategies.

● Reframe to make the landscape 
visible. 



What can we do? ● Embed equity into our overall 
strategies.

● Reframe to make the landscape 
visible. 

● Articulate our values.



What can we do? ● Embed equity into our overall 
strategies.

● Reframe to make the landscape 
visible. 

● Articulate our values.
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Katherine Schaff, DrPH
schaff@bmsg.org

Diana Guardado
guardado@bmsg.org

Website: bmsg.org

Twitter: @BMSG

Facebook: Berkeley Media Studies Group



Lesson 4:
Show, not tell, what equity is



➳Show not tell
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try saying:
“We want our 
county to be a 
healthy, safe, and 
vibrant place for 
everyone, yet 
some of us face 
barriers to this.” 

Avoid labels and jargon. Instead of saying “health 
equity” 
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try saying:
“We want our 
county to be a 
healthy, safe, and 
vibrant place for 
everyone, yet 
some of us face 
barriers to this.” 

“We want our county to be a 
healthy, safe, and vibrant place for 
everyone. This means that our 
residents have access to good 
jobs with dignity, quality schools 
and housing, reliable ways to get 
from place to place, and clear air 
to breathe.”

Or better yet, say:

Avoid labels and jargon. Instead of saying “health 
equity” 



““Our country manufactures social vulnerability through 
policy violence. Policy violence is the intentional absence 
of protective policy in the face of abject need. Policy 
violence leaves large segments of our society experiencing 
constant daily stress as they try to navigate a healthy life 
without health insurance, decent housing, affordable child 
care, paid sick leave, or quality education.”

—Dr. Tony Iton 
Vice President of The California Endowment


