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Disclaimer 
Elevate Youth California (EYC) is a program of the California 
Department of Health Care Services (DHCS) funded through 
Proposition 64 California Cannabis Tax Fund, Allocation 3, 
YEPEITA. Sierra Health Foundation: Center for Health Program 
Management (The Center) is contracted to support the 
implementation of EYC. This statewide program provides 
funding and technical assistance for organizations that are 
developing or increasing community substance use disorder 
(SUD) prevention, outreach, and education focused on youth.



Welcome



What We’ll Cover Today 
1 Stories vs. Narratives 

2 The Power of Narrative 

3 Narratives of Power 

4 Narratives in Your Work 

5 Changing the Narrative



What Are We Even Talking About 
Here? 



Let’s watch a video. 

Yes, there will be a test.



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VTNmLt7QX8E


OK, so what happened?



But wait. 

What actually happened? 



“We do not see 
things as they are, 
we see them as we 
are.” 
– Anaïs Nin









Let’s Make a Distinction: 
Stories vs. Narratives 



Story 
A telling of a particular series of 
events with a beginning, 
a middle, and an end. 

Narrative 
Initiative



What do stories do? 
• Make sense of complex issues. 
• Help us see connections. 
• Build credibility and political will. 
• Make the invisible, visible. 
• Draw an emotional response.





BEACH HAVEN, NEW JERSEY 
1916

Charles E. Vansant



“Stories, strategically told, can 
powerfully rouse a sense of 
urgency; hope; anger; 
solidarity; and the belief that 
individuals, acting in concert, 
can make a difference.”



J A W S





“Everything we 
believe comes from 
a story we've been 
told.” 

– Heather McGhee
Author, The Sum of Us 

Board Chair, Color of Change



Narrative 
A collection or system of related 
stories, articulated and refined 
over time to represent a central 
idea or belief.  



Narrative 
What tiles are to mosaics, stories 
are to narratives. The relationship 
is symbiotic.



Narrative 
A narrative reflects a shared 
interpretation of how the world 
works. A story is told, while a 
narrative is understood.

Narrative 
Initiative



Story, Narrative, and Frame 
Story Five swimmers in 12 days are attacked by sharks on the East Coast of 

the United States in July 1916, four of whom die from wounds; 
widespread fear and panic grips the nation. U.S. President Woodrow 
Wilson calls an emergency cabinet meeting to raise alarm and hunt the 
beasts. 

Narrative Sharks are vicious, man-eating predators that frequently attack and kill 
human beings. They pose an imminent and constant threat. 

Frame • Humans vs. Nature 
• Alone, one person is defenseless against nature; together, we can 

bend nature to our will. 
• Fear of the unknown. 



“Facts do not at all speak 
for themselves, but 
require a socially 
acceptable narrative to 
absorb, sustain and 
circulate them.” 
– Edward Said

Professor of English and Comparative Literature 
at Columbia University 





Narrative Power Analysis  
• Helps us understand the story we are trying to change. 
• Helps us identify the underlying assumptions that allow 

the story to operate. 
• Helps us find the points of intervention where we can 

challenge or change the story or replace it with a new 
story.



Dominant Narratives 
• What is the dominant narrative about the issue you’re 

trying to address? 
• How does this narrative either support or work against 

the future you’re trying to build?



Dominant Narratives
• Who holds power and how they use it is both embedded 

in and supported by dominant narratives.



Right vs Wrong  

Empathy 

Implicit Bias & 
Stereotypes 

Good vs. Evil 

Reinforce “The System” 



What Does It Take To 
Change Narrative? 



Change behaviors and beliefs



Change media and beliefs



Change norms and rules



Change cultural values 
CIGARETTES: Trends in Lifetime Prevalence of Use in 8th, 10th, and 12th Grade

Change cultural values 



Change laws and policies



Questions? 
Thoughts? 



Small Group Discussions 
• What dominant narratives are at play in your work? 
• What values or beliefs do these narratives tap into? 
• What counter narratives would best serve your work?



Thank You!
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