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The Truth about Stories
“The truth about stories is that that’s all we are.” - King (2008)



Who We Are: 
Interprofessional Approach

“The telling of a story and 
its performance is as 
important as the 
narrative elements, 
because the actual 
process and expression of 
communicating a story 
reveals the implicit values 
of the teller.” 

“Interdisciplinary Geriatric and Palliative Care Team 
Narratives:  Collaboration Practices and Barriers,” 

Goldsmith et al (2010)



Narrative Sense-
Making

“Narrative sense-making is a challenge 
not only for the sick and suffering but 
also for the those who care for them, 
do research, learn, teach, and theorize 
medicine and health care.” 

Brockmeier and Meretoja (2014)



3 Elements of…

• Attention

• Representation

• Affiliation

(Charon, 2006)



Narrative 
Competence:
“…clinicians who have 
undergone narrative training 
with us strengthen their 
therapeutic alliances with 
patients and deepen their ability 
to adopt or identify others’ 
perspectives.” 

(Charon, 2007)

Rita Charon, MD, PhD
Columbia University
Narrative Medicine



A Story Begins… 
Something Goes Awry
“’…a story begins with some breach in 
the expected state of things – Aristotle’s 
peripeteia. Something goes awry, 
otherwise there’s nothing to tell about. 
The story concerns our efforts to cope or 
come to terms with the breach and it’s 
consequences.’” 

Frank (2010)



Disrupted Lives

• “Narrative is a conduit for emotion and a 
means through which embodied distress is 
expressed.”

• “Narrative can be a potent force in 
mediating disruption, whether the 
disruption is caused by illness or 
misfortune.” 

• (Becker, 1997)



Narrative 
and Illness

“As narrative is constructed, narrative 
constructs.” 

Mattingly & Garro (2000)

“With serious illness the fact that 
the author does not have control 
of the ending clashes with his or 
her need to put closure on the 
story.” 

Conway (2013)



Member Checking & 
Respondent Validation

• Accuracy, Credibility, Validity
• “The only thing that we ask 

is that you use the facts that 
are true to Keith. Those facts 
include his real first name, 
race, that he was a grill 
master, ex-football player, 
and that he missed going to 
his son's wedding.

• We have no concern that 
someone might figure out 
who Keith was. And we know 
that Keith would have 
wanted to share his story, 
especially if could help 
someone else..”

(Email from Yvonne Simons, April 3, 2018)



A Story

https://www.kare11.com/article/life/family/life-decisions/local-leader-using-cancer-to-learn-help-others/384543835


Keith Simons: 
Medical Picture

• Stage IV bladder cancer
• History of extensive 

oncologic surgery
• Enrolled in clinical trial, 

phase 1
• Treatment -

chemotherapy infusion
• Transitioned to radiation 

therapy
• Worsening - metastatic 

disease to brain and liver
• Worsening symptoms –

increased physical pain, 
declining functional status



Keith Simons: 
Person Picture
• Christian faith

• Father and husband

• “Grill Master”

• Former college and professional American football 
player

• Director for local non-profit

• Lifelong learner and teacher



“…the claiming of yourself as an 
artist/writer and the strengthening of 
your writing voice through practice, 

study, and helpful response from other 
writers.” 

(“Writing Workshop Leadership Training,” 2018)



“Mutual Expressive Writing” - How the 
Amherst Writers & Artists Method Can Help

• Increase energy by feeling joy. - Chandler (1999); DeMarco et al (2005)Joy

• By increasing both connection to self and others. - Chandler (2002); DeMarco et 
al (2005)Connection

• With effect on self-esteem and social support by solidifying a person’s voice.        
- Chandler (2002)

Solidifying Person’s 
Voice



Ritual for 
Treatment 

Completion
• Example: “The Survivor Bell” 

• “To be a human being is to ritualize the human narrative…“
Anderson & Foley (2002)



Ritual of Treatment 
Completion

Diagnosis: Psalm 40:1-3

Treatment: Genesis 
32:24-29

“Completion”

Jacob Wrestling with the Angel, Rembrandt, 1659 CE
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