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The winter season always brings with it numerous 
traditions such as turkey and gift exchanges. In 
my opinion, one of the most taxing is the New 

Year’s Resolution. I am all about self-
improvement, but why is it that this 
tradition brings me so much stress? 
Maybe it’s because New Year’s 
resolutions tend to be a little short-
sighted, influenced by societal norms 
and selfish. For a number of years 
I refused to feed into this cycle of 
“improvement” that would inevitably 
end up as a guilt-ridden self-apology 
for not meeting my own expectations of 
being “improved.” I never truly wanted 
to wake up at 5 AM to go to a smelly 
gym or grow in a job that I secretly disliked (I can now 
admit that I was a terrible waitress!) or got excited when 
my bank account was in the red. These past resolutions 
were focused on what I lacked, on filling a hole that I didn’t 
know existed. I exercised to deal with insecurities that 
had nothing to do with squats, miles or calories. I took 
classes telling myself that being knowledgeable would 
make people like me. I even set myself up on a shoestring 
budget that made me count my pennies and break down 
in panic attacks every two weeks.  Within a month I would 
inevitably quit these despised tasks and would then feel 
terrible for the ever-existent hole that weights, classes and 
budgets didn’t fill. Luckily, I’m slowly coming to realize that 
these resolutions didn’t focus on the things that I really 
needed. I needed exercise for self-care not for rockin’ abs; I 
needed knowledge to better understand my mental health 
not to be a know-it-all; and I needed budgets to realize 
that my spending was a coping mechanism for my anxiety 
and depression, not to limit my every cent. Had I focused 

on the real reasons for my resolutions, maybe I would 
have found success in my New Year’s goals. Now that I’m 
working to better understand myself and my journey to be 

mentally and emotionally healthy, I will 
focus on sharing my story in hopes that 
others will find comfort and comradery 
on their path their wellness. This fall 
STAR Center asked Leah Harris to walk 
us through preparing our personal 
narrative to encourage others to share, 
change and build behavioral health 
services in their community. Her video 
and accompanying worksheets are 
great for first-time speakers and experts 
alike and helps us focus on our self-care 
in the process of sharing.  We’ve also 

included in this newsletter a toolkit from Dan Berstein of 
Mental Health Mediate titled Collaborative Leadership: A 

Guide for Facilitators in Behavioral Health to assist you in 
setting the stage to share your story and facilitate positive 
behavioral health systems in our communities. Telling our 
story allows for others to tell theirs. Our vulnerability about 
our behavioral health struggles allows for transparency, 
compassion and unity in recovery.  This year I invite you 
to join me in making a new resolution focused on our 
community, not just ourselves- to speak your truth. We’ve 
pulled together a couple of great 
resources to help you in meeting 
this goal, so buckle up and I hope 
you enjoy the ride. 

Elise Padilla
STAR Center Director
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The benefits of 
storytelling for 
transformation are 

endless. On the personal 
level, sharing stories with 
one another can reduce the 
isolation and shame that so 
many people with behavioral 
health conditions and trauma 
histories face. Stories of 
hope and recovery also can 
illuminate the possibilities for 
healing – although everyone’s 
path will look different. 

Sharing our stories can help 
us to see ourselves in a more 
empowering light. We see 
that we are not solely defined by our diagnosis, our trauma 
history, or our substance use history. In telling our stories, 
we can more clearly see our strengths, the ways that we 
have managed to cope and survive, and the importance of 
the relationships, services, and supports that helped us to 
change our lives. We begin to see ourselves as the author 
of our story, rather than someone whose story is written for 
them by others.

Storytelling has benefits that ripple far beyond the personal. 
Storytelling can be one of our most useful tools for helping 
to create systemic change – especially as it regards harmful 
or negative attitudes in our society about people living 
with behavioral health conditions. Dr. Patrick Corrigan 
is a researcher who looked at many different methods 
for changing attitudes in our society regarding people 
diagnosed with schizophrenia. His research found that the 
“contact” approach – hearing first-person narratives from 
relatable people in recovery – was the most effective way to 
change attitudes over time.¹  

The field of neuroscience is 
confirming that our stories are 
some of the most powerful 
vehicles for persuasion 
that we have. Stories can 
drive important points home 
and can provide tangible 
examples that your audience 
will remember. Hearing 
compelling stories causes 
our brains to secrete oxytocin 
– a “feel-good” hormone 
associated with increased 
empathy and a desire to help 
others.²  

Even if we want to share our 
stories, the idea of making 

ourselves vulnerable in public can be intimidating. Where 
do we start? How much to share? Will we be believed? Here 
are some guidelines and considerations to keep in mind 
prior to, during, and after sharing your story.

• You are in control of your narrative, such as how 
much you share and with whom. You do not have to 
reveal every detail of a traumatic experience to be an 
effective speaker, and sharing anything before you feel 
ready can leave you feeling raw and exposed. To avoid 
retraumatizing yourself, stick to the level of detail that 
you feel comfortable with. Before sharing your story in 
any public forum, it can help to practice with a trusted 
peer, friend, or family member. 

• Remember to include the hope. While it’s vitally 
important to talk about the challenges, difficulties, and 
injustices you have faced in your life, make sure to give 
equal weight to the story of your resilience, recovery 
and healing. Be specific about the relationships and the 
kinds of supports that helped you overcome. 

STORYTELLING 
for Personal Transformation and Systems Change
By Leah Ida Harris

  CORRIGAN, P. W., & WATSON, A. C. (2002). Understanding the impact of stigma on people with mental illness. World Psychiatry, 1(1), 16–20.
  ZAK, PAUL J. (October 28, 2014). Why Your Brain Loves Good Storytelling. Harvard Business Review. Retrieved from https://hbr.org/2014/10/why-your-
brain-loves-good-storytelling

Tell me a fact, and I’ll 

learn. Tell me a truth, 

and I’ll believe. But tell 

me a story, and it will 

live in my heart forever.

Native American Proverb
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LEAH HARRIS: Personal Narrative Reflection Guide

• Practice self-care after sharing your story.  Even when 
a presentation goes really well, you may experience 
what Brene Brown calls a “vulnerability hangover.” This 
is perfectly natural and happens to many people who 
share deeply personal stories. It’s helpful to make time 
to debrief with a friend, family member, or peer about 
the experience, and to practice whatever self-care 
strategies you need to.

Sharing your story can be one of the most rewarding things 
you ever do, but it’s not always easy and can require a lot 
of courage. However, remembering that your story has the 
potential to change hearts, minds, and even policies that 
may positively affect thousands of people can make the 
challenges worth it.

Resources for further exploration:
• Special considerations for telling your own story: Best 

practices for presentations by suicide loss and suicide 
attempt survivors. Suicide Prevention Resource Center 
(SPRC).

• Telling Your Recovery Story: Giving Meaning and 
Purpose to Your Pain by Using It to Help Someone by 
Ken Braiterman, Wellness Recovery Action Plan (WRAP). 

• This is My Brave: Nonprofit organization sharing 
personal stories of individuals living successful, full lives 
despite mental illness through poetry, essay and original 
music, on stage in front of a live audience.

• Youth Advocate to Advocate for Youth: The Next 
Transition by Lacy Kendrick Burk and Johanna Bergen. 
Produced by Youth MOVE National in partnership with 
the Research and Training Center for Pathways to 
Positive Futures.

“We tell ourselves stories all the time.”
What are some of the stories you tell yourself about who you are and what you are capable of in this world? 

“We are constantly making meaning out of things.”
Where did these stories come from? Who influenced you?

BENEFITS OF STORYTELLING

“Even if you never share your story publicly, just this process of beginning to question and interrogate the stories 
that we have taken as undeniable truth will change how you show up in the world.”
 What are larger and more destructive stories that we hear in our culture/society that we can unlearn?

“In telling our stories we can build community, we can find community”
What are the benefits you see in storytelling?

“Stories are our most powerful tool of persuasion”
How can your story influence others?

Leah Harris, M.A., is a mother, advocate, and storyteller who has written and spoken widely about her 
experiences of trauma, addiction, serious mental health challenges, and healing/resilience. She is a suicide 
attempt survivor who works to help change our national approach to suicide prevention/intervention. She 
is passionate about promoting trauma-informed approaches across systems, sectors, and communities, 
and provides training and technical assistance with the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration’s (SAMHSA) National Center for Trauma Informed Care (NCTIC). Leah is a peer integration 
strategist with the National Association for State Mental Health Program Directors (NASMHPD). She is also 
the CEO and founder of the Shifa Project, a woman-owned and operated social enterprise specializing in 
customized training in mind-body resilience practices and creative/expressive arts as vehicles for trauma 
resolution and personal and collective empowerment.
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“It’s our stories that result in the most lasting change in people’s hearts and minds.”
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To view the Video Companion to this guide, visit https://youtu.be/8dhU4BuZ1FU

http://www.sprc.org/resources-programs/special-considerations-telling-your-own-story-best-practices-presentations
http://www.sprc.org/resources-programs/special-considerations-telling-your-own-story-best-practices-presentations
http://www.sprc.org/resources-programs/special-considerations-telling-your-own-story-best-practices-presentations
http://mentalhealthrecovery.com/info-center/telling-your-recovery-story/
http://mentalhealthrecovery.com/info-center/telling-your-recovery-story/
https://thisismybrave.org
https://www.pathwaysrtc.pdx.edu/pdf/pb-Youth-Advocacy-Guide.pdf
https://www.pathwaysrtc.pdx.edu/pdf/pb-Youth-Advocacy-Guide.pdf
https://youtu.be/8dhU4BuZ1FU


FEAR ABOUT SHARING

“It’s powerful to acknowledge those fears, not to judge ourselves for having them.”
What are your fears around sharing your story?

What is the worst thing that can happen? What is your deepest core fear?

Do you feel ready to take the risks? Why or why not?

What are some supports that you could enlist to help you begin to move forward in spite of your fear?
“Fearlessness is not the absence of fear but our ability to move in a direction even while we are feeling that fear.” 

HOW TO TELL THE STORY
“You do not need to tell your story publicly to be a change agent”
Write your story: use poetry, song or speak it. Don’t feel pressured to go straight into a narrative format.

Give yourself time and space to reflect. 

Talk one-on-one with a trusted person. Be clear about what you want from them as a listener. Don’t let anybody 
push you into opportunities before you are ready. 

1. Know your audience and think about how to frame your story to b most effective to that audience. Use 
teaching moments to build bridges. 

2. Try to see the space where you will be speaking. Make adjustments for your comfort. 

3. Work with your nerves. Get to know yourself and your process. Find ways to calm down the nervous response: 
Take a deep breath, ground yourself and connect to the physical.

4. Know how much time you have and plan accordingly. 

5. Structure your story: 
a. Again, know your audience. Focus on what they need to know and leave time to get to your message. 
b. Leave them with something they can do or see differently.
c. Not every traumatic detail needs to be included. Use what’s necessary to make your point.

6. Do what feels right to you
Best Practices from a Public Health Perspective:
• Don’t go into detail about methods of suicide/attempts of suicide.
• Don’t overgeneralize about reasons for suicide.

7. Include a call to action- what do you want them to think or do differently.

8. Watch out for the “vulnerability hangover.” After the talk, you may have a feeling of “Did I really say that in 
public?!” Know that it is okay to feel this way. Use your support system to prepare as well as debrief to help 
through the aftershock. 

We wish you the best on your personal narrative journey and would love to hear about your opportunities to use 
this information in speaking engagements or even the work of developing your personal narrative, whether it is 
being shared or kept for personal growth. 

You can find this guide online at http://peerstar.org/leah-harris-personal-narrative-reflection-guide/
along with it’s Video Companion at https://youtu.be/8dhU4BuZ1FU.
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LEAH HARRIS: Personal Narrative Reflection Guide, Continued
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http://peerstar.org/leah-harris-personal-narrative-reflection-guide/
https://youtu.be/8dhU4BuZ1FU


COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP: 
A Guide for Facilitators in Behavioral Health 

FUNDING Opportunities

Upcoming EVENTS

The STAR Center collaborated with Dan Berstein, the 
founder of MH Mediate, to prepare this set of best practice 
tools to help facilitators engage in constructive dialogue 
about mental health and increase the level of collaboration 
in responding to mental health issues in communities. 
Please feel free to use this toolkit when organizing a 
speaking engagement, whether you are including your 
personal story or not. 

Dan is a mediator who is open about his lived experience 
with bipolar disorder. He Is a nationally recognized expert in 
conflict resolution and mental health Communication, with a 
particular specialty of adapting long standing best practices
From the world of conflict resolution to new contexts 
involving behavioral health Stakeholders.

Does your organization utilize community foundations for 
funding opportunities? Community foundations are a great 
one-stop-shop for funders and grant seekers, and can be 
specific to communities where grantees work. Most grants 
are mission and community specific, but check out The 

Grantmanship Center at www.tgci.com/foundation-grants-
funding to explore funding options for your organization 
as well as useful trainings on how to prepare and apply for 
foundation grants. 

• STAR Center Webcast: Diversity & Inclusion Toolkit
• STAR Center Webcast: Privacy of Electronic Mental Health Services 
• New Mexico: Psychosocial Rehabilitation Association of New Mexico 27th Annual Conference June 12-15, 2019 Marriott 

Pyramid North, Albuquerque NM “We”covery of Wholeness: A Healthy Individual makes a Healthy Community

For additional upcoming events and news updates check out our newly designed website www.peerstar.org.

Funding for this publication was made possible by grant SM062551 from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), Center for Mental Health 
Services. The views expressed within do not necessarily reflect the official policies of the Department of Health and Human Services; nor does mention of trade names, 
commercial practices, or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Government.
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