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The Importance of a Good Story

“Storytelling is the oldest 
form of education.” 
Terry Tempest Williams, Author



Key Ingredients to a Strong Story
§ You…

§ Informs the audience

§ Communicates action through an 
outcome

§ Good versus Great



The Bottom Line
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Specific reasons for developing and sharing success 
stories may include:  

§ Capturing progress over time (You don’t have to complete a project or 
initiative to share a story.)   

§ Sharing achievements
§ Educating decision-makers about the impact of your program 
§ Demonstrating responsible use of resources to stakeholders
§ Sharing “best practices” with other similarly-funded programs 
§ Attracting new partners for collaboration



Story themes 

Content Credit: Holly R. Wilson, MHSE, MCHES | CDC/DDNID/NCEH/DEHSP



Story framework 

§ Situation/public health problem 
§ Actions taken 
§ Outcome 
§ Lessons learned   



How long should the stories be?  
§ Short version 

– “bite size” or 1-2 sentences
§ Medium version 

– “snack size” or a short paragraph 
§ Longer version

– 500 words or less 



How long should the stories be?  (continued)
§ Short version example

– Syndromic data in Georgia allowed for a rapid response to protect the 
public’s health after children were exposed to chlorine gas during a swim 
meet. 



How long should the stories be? (continued)   

§ Medium version example:
– Chlorine gas exposure is not the first thing that comes to mind when thinking of 

swimming pool safety. However, for parents of children at a swim meet in DeKalb 
County, Georgia, it became a frightening reality. Syndromic surveillance data alerted 
Georgia’s Department of Public Health to a dangerous exposure to the gas after 
several children visited local emergency departments with symptoms of coughing 
and difficulty breathing. Health officials noticed that patients shared common 
symptoms and alerted the county board of health. Environmental health workers 
found violations at the pool, resulting in a temporary closure and an opportunity to 
educate the pool company on proper and safe pool management. 



Full-length
version of story 







Examples of re-purposing success story content
§ Point papers for governing audiences (federal, state, local) 
§ Examples for budget justification
§ Talking points for senior leadership
§ One-pagers for visitors and new employees
§ Web content - library of stories
§ Training
§ News media inquiries
§ Recruiting new employees  
§ Tweets for social media promotion 



Sample tweets developed from stories 



Sample tweets developed from stories (continued)



Sample tweets developed from stories (continued)



Sample tweets developed from stories (continued)



Informing the Legislative Process
42 U.S. Code § 247-d (b) (1)
§ …shall provide for the establishment 

of an integrated system…of public 
health alert communications and 
surveillance networks 

§ Federal, State, and local public 
health officials

§ Public and private health-related 
laboratories, hospitals, poison 
control centers, and other health 
care facilities

42 U.S. Code § 247-d (c) (1)
§ …a near real-time electronic 

nationwide public health situational 
awareness capability…

§ …interoperable network of systems 
to share data and information…

§ …enhance early detection of, rapid 
response to, and management of…

§ Such network shall be built on 
existing State situational awareness 
systems…. 



FLORIDA
• Used state-based system to 

detect Zika
• Monitored health effects of 

Hurricanes Hermine & Matthew
• Early detection; data sharing

LOUISIANA
• Opioid insights based on ED data
• Shared with state-wide 

coalitions & organizations
• Understand trends, develop 

policy, innovative approaches
• Public/Private entities, event 

management; data sharing

MARYLAND
• Public Health Preparedness & 

Situational Awareness Report
• State-based system
• Weekly report provides snapshot 

of disease activity
• Early detection; data sharing

NORTH CAROLINA
• Hurricane Florence
• Monitored storm-related health 

effects (CO poisoning, 
medication refills, injuries, etc.)

• Shelter monitoring ICW DMAT
• Disease monitoring ; 

federal/state data sharing

VIRGINIA
• Pilot project between VDH and 

DoD health officials
• Early notification of ILI in DoD 

educational facility
• Both VDH and DoD monitored in 

real-time
• Early detection; data sharing; 

state/federal coordination

EVALI
• Highlighted

• Pinpointed ED visits 
uptick

• state HD use to identify, 
track and monitor 
impact on individual 
health

• data sharing with 
CDC/FDA

• Disease monitoring ; 
federal/state data sharing



How we can help  
§ Provide template for stories
§ Collaborate to develop story ideas 
§ Provide writing/editing support 
§ Provide appropriate images for stories for posting on web site
§ Develop social media messages with images and widely distribute 

§ For assistance, contact Sue Swensen, CDC, Division of Health Informatics 
and Surveillance (DHIS)  

§ To view current success stories on DHIS Website: 
https://www.cdc.gov/nssp/success-stories.html?Sort=Date%3A%3Adesc

https://www.cdc.gov/nssp/success-stories.html?Sort=Date%3A%3Adesc


For more information, contact CDC
1-800-CDC-INFO (232-4636)
TTY:  1-888-232-6348    www.cdc.gov

The findings and conclusions in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
official position of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
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Block Schedule
Training Methods Innovation

1-1:15PM EST Daily Opening, Logistics, Overview

...BREAK...

Breakout: The Art of Surveillance - Data 
Visualizations Lightning: New Tactics for Old Problems

1:15-2PM EST

2:15-3PM EST

3:15-4PM EST

4:15-5PM EST Virtual Happy Hour

Training: Call Up Your Data Using APIs
Breakout: Querying from Scratch - Cooking 

Up New Syndromes
Training: Data Sharing Step-by-Step Using 

the AMC

Training: Telling Your Story - Insights and 
Tips to Promote Syndromic Surveillance

Training: Dashboard Creation in NSSP 
ESSENCE

...BREAK…

Breakout: Making the Best of a SyS 
Situation - Data Quality for SyS

Roundtable: COVID, Current Events, and 
More - Discussing Syndromic Surveillance 

Practices in 2020
…BREAK…


