Health services

Getting started: using consumer stories
Why use consumers to tell their health service stories?
Stories help to bring meaning and understanding. Consumers sharing targeted stories with
their health service can provide an extremely valuable perspective for health professionals.
Capturing the meaning that people who have been affected by illness assign to the
diagnosis, treatment and all stages of their journey is a highly valuable way for consumers to
collaborate with health services (Bruce 2007; Elwyn & Gwyn 1999; Hurwitz 2000).
Storytelling has been a major aspect of consumer and carer participation in educating health
services in recent years. The stories of ordinary consumers and carers help to bring
theoretical problems to life and can be extremely effective in promoting greater
understanding and appreciation of their unique concerns
How can I help prepare my consumers for telling their story?









You—as the person organising the talk—must know what you hope to achieve
through storytelling. If you don’t know what the point is, your speaker certainly won’t
know.
Once you have decided what you hope to achieve, think carefully about who you ask
to tell their story. If you’re organising a talk for nursing staff, don’t pick a consumer
who wants to tell a story relating to issues with medical staff!
Remember that the staff don’t want or need to hear a full medical history – the
consumer story should be focused and specifically relevant for the topic.
Doing a run-through of the story with the consumer is essential. It may seem like a
big time investment, but it is the single best way to avoid misunderstandings and
missed expectations on the day.
Positive messages always get through! Remind your storyteller to mix plenty of
positives in with any constructive criticism.

What if I can’t find a consumer to tell their own story—can I tell it for them?
It may be an option to tell a consumer’s story, though it should be done with care and is
generally not the preferred approach to storytelling.
A few important questions to consider if you decide to do this:

 Do you have their permission?
 Do you understand the events of the story fully?
 Do you know what the consumer believes to be the main point of the story?
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It is important to contact all consumers, carers, health professionals, etc. to gain their
permission if you are going to mention them in your talk.
To read more about storytelling see:
Our Consumer Place, 2011, Speaking our minds: A guide to how we use our stories
Health Issues Centre does provide Telling you story for quality improvement workshops for
consumers as part of our Consumers Step Up program. More information is available on our
website. You can also contact Mary Macheras-Magias at (03) 9664 9343 or email her.
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