
TaC Talks: Ways to Get Your Research Across to Stakeholders 
 

Researchers will tell a ‘story worth sharing’ that highlights their challenges and 
successes in translating and disseminating research to a variety of audiences 

 
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 
 

Confessions of a Storyteller in Researchers Clothes 
 
Has anyone heard of the Metropolis trap?  
 
I didn’t think so—because I just made it up—it’s a thing now—tweet it. 
 
I fell into the “metropolis” trap early in my academic career— 
 
I’m a nice guy—so I want to tell you about the Trap and hopefully you can avoid the 
same peril. 
 

*** 
 
The “Metropolis Trap” is my interpretation of a well-known quote by Mark Twain  
 

“By hard, honest labor I’ve dug all the large words out of my vocabulary…I 
never write metropolis for seven cents because I can get city for the same 
money” —Mark Twain 

 
I first heard this quote about two years ago while participating in research 
translation and dissemination mentoring program sponsored by Academy Health.  
 

I was paired up with a mentor that was helping me refine and package my 
research findings for an Up-close briefing on capital hill sponsored by 
AcademyHealth—no pressure—you have 7 minutes to present your life’s 
work to a room of Executive Branch agency policy makers. 
 

My mentor used this quote after reading the manuscript I sent her 
 
Do you know why? —Because it was terrible. 

 
Don’t get me wrong—the study was policy relevant—that’s why I was invited 
to present it at the briefing—the analysis was sophisticated—the manuscript 
was well written by scientific standards—it was published in the American 
Journal of Public Health—but the packaging was TERRIBLE.  
 

Her point was that it’s overly complicated, wordy, academic writing and I needed to 
really think about how I package and deliver the research findings to a more broad 
audience. 



But her comment was important—and led to some soul searching on my part. 
 
I’m speaking somewhat metaphorically—but at what point in my journey of 
becoming a respected researcher and faculty member did “metropolis” 
become more important than “city?” 
 

*** 
 
These are just two words—but they are symbolic of something much larger— 
 
The expression of my scientific discovery was shooting for “Metropolis.” Writing for 
a scientific audience of my peers.  
 
Writing for a Metropolis is critical for researchers. It’s critical for moving science 
forward; it’s critical for advancing in our careers; it’s critical for gaining credibility 
within the scientific community.  

 
I’m going to be honest—probably to my own detriment—the problem is that 
I had no real intention doing anything with my research beyond presenting 
the findings to academic audiences—giving a conference presentation and 
getting the manuscript published—that was the goal. If it’s in the literature—
I’ve done my job, that’s good enough. 

 
It wasn’t until I was invited to present these findings at the Up-close briefing that I 
started really thinking about how I need to package this research. 
 
I was wrong—that’s the Metropolis Trap.    
 
As researchers we have an obligation to not only translate and disseminate 
our research within the scientific community—but to policy makers, practice 
partners, and the if it’s appropriate—people.  
 
And when the target audience shifts—we need to remember that we can get 
“City” for the same price. 
 

*** 
 
 “City” reflects a different paradigm—a different mindset of communicating with the 
intent of reaching a much broader audience—a different set of priorities.  
 
I think we can all appreciate that how we communicate needs to change with the 
stakeholder audience—but that offers little in the way of practical advice. 
 
Once I was forced to stop using Metropolis and use City—I just did what seemed to 
come natural—I told stories. 
 



Here is the first slide from the Up-close briefing presentation.  
 
I didn’t start with findings from a literature review—I told a story about my 
personal experiences working in two public health systems with very different 
approaches to what services were offered and how they were delivered—and why 
that matters for the people who live in these communities and why it matters for 
public policy. 
 
Here’s a slide from a different presentation at a research conference last year 
 
Is this not the  most random slide you have ever seen? —a picture of the mountains, 
a map of poverty in Appalachia, and a picture of Mother Teresa. No background 
literature review—just a story about where I grew up—how the places I lived were 
so poor that Mother Teresa actually came to visit in 1982—she started a mission. 
We don’t have access to the same level of healthcare as most other parts of the 
country. When I was a baby my parents didn’t have insurance and mom used the 
health department for prenatal care. I received all my well childcare and 
immunizations from the same health department my mom received prenatal care. 
They also received WIC. You will hear me talking about why health departments still 
provide those services and what happens when they are no longer there. More 
importantly, when I’m discussing findings I’m not talking about probabilities and 
odds rations—I’m talking about me—my mom—my family. 
 
There’s a common theme with both of these presentations—I used stories to 
communicate the WHY—why I care about the research I’m presenting and 
why you should care—on a personal level. 
 
This seemed to be pretty effective—not as many folks in attendance were scrolling 
on their IPhones during the talks. 
 

I thought I was on to something then I saw a Ted Talk by Simon Sinek and 
realized I was just a late adopter.  

 
*** 

 
Northeast Tennessee actually houses the International Storytelling Center. So we 
hear a lot about storytelling at my University and it’s pretty fascinating.  
 
If you think about it, stories have been the longest and most effective means of 
communicating between individuals and from community to community. We were 
telling stories long before we could read or write.  
 

Our ancestors sat around campfires listening to stories about where we came 
from—stories to learn about meaning and purpose—stories to cast a vision 
of the future.  
 



Unfortunately we don’t sit around campfires any more except with an 
occasional camping trip—but we read books, listen to music, and watch 
movies—these are just modern day storytelling. 

 
As it turns out, there’s actually some science behind why storytelling is so effective.  

 
Presenting data, facts, figures stimulate a very narrow region of the brain— 
 
Stories engage multiple regions of the brain—it lights up like a Christmas 
tree. These regions work together to build colorful, images and engage 
individuals on a personal level, create an emotional response. 
 

This is something I think researchers and others like me should pay more attention 
to—there is something to learned  
 
Stories are a universal language that we all understand—from laypersons to 
policy makers—stories connect us—everyone can relate to a good story. 
 

*** 
 
Beyond the fact that stories make your research relatable—there’s another reason 
that’s often overlooked—authenticity.  
 
If your research comes from a place of sincerity—which I hope that it does—stories 
provide authenticity—that’s important. 
 
Where I come from, authenticity is really the differences between success and 
failure.  
 
Teddy Roosevelt once said: 
 

“People don’t care how much you know, until they know how much you 
care”  

 
The Hale translation—if you lack authenticity—your message will fall on deaf ears. 
 

*** 
 
The director of the National Storytelling Center—a gentleman named Sing Sirah—
starts of many of his talks by posing a question to the audience—I’ll end my talk by 
posing the same question— 
 

“How many of you consider yourself to be a storyteller?” 
 
Two years ago my answer would have been no—Two years later I think of myself 
as a storyteller in researchers clothes… 


