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Webinar

countyhealthrankings.org

Building power through narrative

February 18, 2025

Build
knowledge

Listen
for multiple 

perspectives

Share
successes and 
lessons learned

Offer
resources
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Collaboration

We value Integrity

Excellence

Innovation

Inclusion

Courage

Join the 
conversation
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Welcome

Soraya Willems-Neal
Outreach and Facilitation Specialist

UW Population Health Institute

Join the 
conversation
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Group agreements
1. Listen actively. 

2. Participate to the fullest of your ability. 

3. Speak from one’s own experience and story. 

4. Lead with curiosity to understand others. 

5. Be conscious of your body language and nonverbal responses. 

6. Expect ambiguity and uncertainty. 

7. Be accountable to oneself and to each other. 

Narrative 
change
An emerging field of 
study
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Narratives are always 
tied to power - and 
an important first step 
is to expose that 
power for what it is.

Brett Davidson
Narrative strategist

Davidson, B. (2022). What Makes Narrative Change So Hard? Stanford Social 
Innovation Review. https://doi.org/10.48558/XX9E-MM6

Welcome

Jed Amurao Jannah Bierens
Narrative infrastructure specialist

CHR&R
Founder

PHREEEDOM LLC
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Webinar

countyhealthrankings.org

Discussion group
Following the webinar 

Share ideas, ask questions 

Zoom

Deepen learning

When:

What:

How:

Why: 

Resource guide
Coming to your inbox soon
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What are narratives?

"It’s our right and 
responsibility to write 
ourselves into the future… 
and to write ourselves into 
futures we want to be a 
part of." 

- adrienne maree brown

How and when are narratives expressed?
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Imagery adapted from Narrative Initiative,
“Waves: A model for deep narrative change”

Where do 
narratives 

come from?

Where do narratives come from?

Dominant narratives are: 

● Narratives held by many people at this moment in time 

● In our heads and actions without us being aware of them 

● Embedded in our institutions, structures, and norms 

● Not naturally occurring

● Drawn from the values and beliefs held by those in power 

● More powerful than facts!
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Where do narratives come from?

We have the power to shift dominant 
narratives by:

1. Exposing dominant narratives

2. Uncovering and elevating transformative narratives

3. Contrasting & offering a choice between the two

An invitation, not an argument!
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Imagery adapted from Narrative Initiative,
“Waves: A model for deep narrative change”

A narrative is 
not the same 

as a message.

Defining Power
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Three Faces of Power

1. Visible: Organizing people and resources to influence decisions 

2. Hidden: Building infrastructure to influence what’s on the 
agenda

3. Invisible: Influencing worldview to make what’s currently 
impossible become common sense

Source: Lukes, 
Grassroots Power 
Project

Imagery adapted from Narrative Initiative,
“Waves: A model for deep narrative change”

Invisible power: 
The ocean we 

swim in.
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What can you do next?

● Sign up for our next narrative training

https://forms.gle/KBaAjMa6DcdtJ6cK9

● Check out narrativesforhealth.org
○ NFH Guide
○ In Action resource

● Reach out to us at 
narrativesforhealth@chrr.wisc.edu

Housing
Homeownership 

gap

Health 
system
Health 

disparities 

School
Achievement 

gap

Criminal justice 
system

Disproportionate 
minority contact

Food
System

Food desserts/
swamps (Food 

apartheid) 

SES
Racial wealth gap 

Racial inequities are systemic, patterned, unjust, actionable/avoidable  

SWIMMING IN THE SYSTEMIC WATERS OF “SUPREMA-SEA”
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Wellbeing Health
SES

Racial wealth gap 

Housing
Homeownership 

gap

School
Achievement 

gap

Criminal 
justice 
system

Disproportionate 
minority contact

Food
System

Food 
apartheid 

Health 
system

Health disparities 

Other
SDOH

SWIMMING IN THE SYSTEMIC WATERS OF “SUPREMA-SEA”

Disparities and gaps are caused by inequities across all systems + SDOH 
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What does this graph tell us? 

What are some of the narratives we hear, believe, 
perpetuate…about why these outcomes exist?

Where do these narratives  come from?  

What do you notice on this graph?

Health disparity: A disproportionate difference in health between groups of 
people; observable and measurable 

By itself, disparity does not address the chain of events that produces it…the 
“why?”

Considerations:
What stories are we telling with our statistics?
What is not being said or missing?  
Where do we need to be more intentional?
What is(are) the root cause(s) + historical context?

27

28



2/18/2025

15

Academy for Systems Change 

POWER IMBALANCE =
InequitiesDisparities + Gaps

(Systemic/Societal) 

STRUCTURAL CHANGE (explicit):
Policies, practices, resource flows

(Institutional/Community)

RELATIONAL CHANGE (semi-explicit): 
Relationships + connections, power dynamics

(Interpersonal/Relational)

TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE (implicit): 
Worldview, deeply held beliefs, 

assumptions, narratives
(Intrapersonal/Individual)

Socialized and taken-for-granted ways 
of operating that influence how we 
think, what we do, and how we talk

Connection + communication among people 
in the system (especially those with differing 
histories, culture + perspectives; distribution 

of decision-making power + authority

Rules, regulations, priorities guiding actions; 
activities, procedures, guidelines, informal 

habits; how funding, knowledge, information 
allocated + distributed

Kania, J., Kramer, M., Senge, P. The Water of Systems Change. FSG. June 2018.

At every level of the system, we 
should be asking: 

HOW IS POWER SHOWING UP? 

Flip the cup and mix it up!
We can mix it up in public 

health too! 

Equity as a process requires us to shift power
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The 4 BCs: Habits of mind for social justice warriors (and PH leaders) 
Be courageous

• Speak your truth 
• Be unafraid of controversy
• Embrace challenge
• Know that the edge of your comfort is your growing edge

Be curious 
• Ask “why?” + “why?” + “why?” again 
• Read widely + read history
• Stay woke + walk in wonder 
• Learn more than one language
• Travel as much as you can, both across town and around the world

Be collective
• Care about the whole
• Share your ideas, time, energy, “stuff” with others
• Recognize yourself as a global citizen 
• Organize! Collective action is power 

Build community
• Be interested, believe + join in the stories of others
• Talk to strangers
• Create bubble-bursting opportunities
• Speak up and take action on behalf of others
• Go across town + stay a whileJones CP, Corbie G (podcast host). A Different Kind of Leader, Season 2 Opener, Part I, October 13, 2020.

Jones CP, Corbie G (podcast host). A Different Kind of Leader, Season 2 Opener, Part II, October 15, 2020.
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Questions?

Click on 
survey in 
the chat
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Upcoming 
webinar:

Michael Stevenson Jess Hoffelder
Co-director, CHR&R Spatial data analyst 

CHR&R

March 11, 2025

Previewing the 
2025 Annual 
Data Release Naiya Patel

Evidence analyst
CHR&R

Webinar

countyhealthrankings.org

Discussion group
Following the webinar 

Share ideas, ask questions 

Zoom

Deepen learning

When:

What:

How:

Why: 
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Play Narratives For Health Video
https://youtu.be/PycAQyaChR0

Stay 
connected

Facebook.com/CountyHealthRankings

Follow @CHRankings

Sign up for our newsletter
CountyHealthRankings.org/subscribe

Linkedin.com/company/county-
health-rankings-roadmaps
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