
 NAMI Smarts for Advocacy 
  

Rev June 2014 NAMI Smarts for Advocacy: Telling Your Story Module 1 Page 1 
© 2013 NAMI, Inc. 

 

Sample Service Provider Story 
1.  My introduction  
 

Hello, I’m Cynthia Smith from Springville. I’m a member of [organization name]. As service providers, 
we work every day to improve the lives of children and adults who come to us for care.   
 

As a [type of provider] I’d like to share a real example about the impact of our work and ask for your 
support of mental health services. While the person I will describe has given permission to tell her 
story, her name is changed to protect her privacy.   
 

2.  What happened  
 

When Lucy came to us, she was penniless, homeless, and estranged from her family. She was 
referred to our agency by the state psychiatric hospital where she had been admitted after a family 
quarrel. In hospital, she was diagnosed with schizoaffective disorder and began taking medications.  
 

3.  What helped?  
 

At our agency, she was assessed and placed in the care of our psychiatrist to establish an effective 
medication regimen and she began treatment with one of our therapists. A case manager from our 
staff helped her get temporary housing, monthly income through SSDI and admission to our adult 
clubhouse for vocational training.  
 

4.  What has changed?  
 

That was two years ago. Lucy now lives in her own apartment, works part-time as a computer 
programmer and sings in her church choir. She is still in treatment with the help of her case manager 
and she attends monthly dinners at the clubhouse to stay connected with the friends she made there. 
Her sister is delighted that the “real Lucy” is back and has joined NAMI, the National Alliance on 
Mental Illness, to learn how to support Lucy’s recovery.   
 

5.  What is the need or problem?  
 

Lucy is proof that treatment works but, not everyone gets the help they need. 
 

6.  What will help others?  
 

A strong mental health system will help people like Lucy get the right care at the right time.   
 

7.  My "ask"  
 

Thank you for meeting with me and listening to my story. Can I count on you to protect mental health 
services—and give individuals and families the hope of recovery? 
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Sample Peer Story 
  

1.  My introduction  
 

Hello, I’m Derrick Wilson from Springville. I’m a member of [organization name]. 
 

As a person who lives with bipolar disorder, I’d like to share my story with you and ask for your 
support of mental health services.  
 

2.  What happened  
 

I was married and had a successful career in business. I worked hard and never imagined I would 
experience a mental illness. But, I did. 
 

I started seeing a therapist after spending sprees got me deeply into debt. I thought that with a few 
visits to a therapist, these problems would be over. But, my symptoms got worse and worse. 
Eventually, I lost everything. 
 

3.  What helped  
 

With the help of a psychiatrist who diagnosed me with bipolar disorder, I found my way back again. I 
will always remember him telling me that having bipolar disorder did not mean life was over. He gave 
me hope.  
 

4.  What has changed?  
 

Today, I’m proud to be working again and volunteering with NAMI’s In Our Own Voice program. 
 

5.  What is the need or problem  
 

Many people have mental illnesses like mine, but not everyone gets the help they need.  
 

6.  What will help others  
 

A strong mental health system helps more people get the right care at the right time to experience 

recovery.   

7.  My "ask"  
 

Thank you for meeting with me and listening to my story. Can I count on you to protect mental health 
services? 
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Sample Family Member Story 
 1.  My introduction  
 

Hello, I’m Jenny Jones from Springville. I’m a member of [organization name]. 
 

I’m also the proud mother of a 23-year-old son who lives with bipolar disorder. I’d like to share my 
story with you and ask for your support of mental health services.   
 

2.  What happened  
 

When my son was still a toddler, I had a thought that no mother should have: I wondered if my 
beautiful boy would be in juvenile detention on his 16th birthday. He just did not respond the way 
other children did to requests, to routines, to daily life and love. 
 

As he grew, we never knew what would be broken, who might be hurt or when it would happen. 
 

3.  What helped  
 

In fifth grade, my son's teacher said, "Jenny, honey, I've taught hundreds and hundreds of kids. I 
know when a boy is misbehaving and I know when something is wrong. And something is wrong. You 
just keep looking for help." 
 

When Andy was finally diagnosed with bipolar disorder, our lives changed. With treatment, he 
started smiling, enjoying school and making friends.   
 

4.  What has changed?  
 

On his sixteenth birthday, Andy wasn't in juvenile detention; he was creating art. Today, he’s enjoying 
life, working hard and making me proud.   
 

5.  What is the need or problem  
 

My son is proof that treatment works. But, not everyone gets the help they need. 
 

6.  What will help others  
 

A strong mental health system will help children and adults get the right care at the right time.   
 

7.  My "ask"  
 

Thank you for meeting with me and listening to my story. Can I count on you to protect mental health 
services—and give families the hope of recovery? 
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Seven Steps to Telling Your Story   
The following seven steps will help you craft a succinct and powerful story.  
 

 

1. Introduce yourself 

 
Give your name and city or town. Include your organization. We encourage you to 
describe yourself as “a member of [NAMI State Org or NAMI Affiliate], part of America’s 
largest grassroots mental health organization, the National Alliance on Mental Illness.”  

 Share how you are affected by mental illness. Are you living with mental illness, a family 
member, a caregiver? This brings a "real face" to mental illness.   

 State your issue and position. Let your listener know what you want them to support or 

oppose (or do). This helps your listener focus. 

2. What happened? 

 What happened before you, or the person you care about, received the help you 
needed? Keep this brief--the most important thing you’d like your listener to know.  

3. What helped? 

 Describe what helped in your recovery (or would have helped). This adds a hopeful tone 
and helps show the value of services and supports.  

4. What has  changed? 

 Share what is going right in your life or how you are experiencing recovery. This 
concludes your personal story on a positive note that inspires. 

5. What is the need or problem? 

 Mention the problem or need you want addressed. Transition to the challenge(s) faced 
by people living with mental illness. 

6. What will help others? 

 Talk about what will help. Let your listener know what will address the need or problem 

you described.    

7. Make your "ask" 

 Ask your policymaker if you can count on their support (or opposition).           Include 

a bill number, if possible. Thank your policymaker for his or her time. 
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Story Practice Sheet       

       

1.  My introduction 

Include your name and city and organization, if 
applicable. Name the organization you represent. Add 
how you are affected by mental illness and your issue 
and position. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.  What happened 

Aim for 3-9 sentences. Briefly describe the most 
important and compelling thing(s) about your situation, 
or that of the person you care about. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.  What helped 

Aim for 1-5 sentences. Briefly describe what helped in 
your recovery (or what would have helped). Aim for a 
hopeful tone that helps show what is helpful.  
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4.  What has changed 

Aim for 1-3 sentences. Share what is going right in your 
life or that of the person you care about. This ends your 
personal story on a positive, inspiring note. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.  What is the need or problem 

Aim for 1-2 sentences. Transition to the challenge(s) 
faced by people living with mental illness that you want 
addressed.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.  What will help others 

Aim for 1-2 sentences. Talk about what will help. Let 
your listener know what will address the need or 
problem you described.    

 

 

 

 

7.  My "ask" 

Aim for 1-2 sentences. Thank your listener for listening 
to you. Then, ask your listener for a commitment. Be 
specific.  
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Constructive Feedback Form: Telling Your Story 
Circle number and note what was strong or what would strengthen the story. 
Introduction 

   1     2   3   4   5 
Could be stronger                                            Works fine                   Very strong 
                               
   

What happened? 

   1     2   3   4   5 
Could be stronger                                            Works fine                   Very strong 

                                 

What helped? 

      1     2   3   4   5 
Could be stronger                                            Works fine                   Very strong 

 

What has changed? 

   1     2   3   4   5 
Could be stronger                                            Works fine                   Very strong 

                                 

What is the need or problem? 

   1     2   3   4   5 
Could be stronger                                            Works fine                   Very strong 

                                 

What will help others? 

   1     2   3   4   5 
Could be stronger                                            Works fine                   Very strong 

                                 

Make your "ask" 

   1     2   3   4   5 
Could be stronger                                            Works fine                   Very strong 
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Sample Action Alert 

  

 

 

 

ACT NOW! Tell your State Senator to support SB 1052 - Teacher mental health training  

Children and youth with unidentified and untreated mental illness struggle in school, with peers and 

families, and often engage in high-risk activity. Early identification and effective care can improve 

outcomes and lower costs. Teachers can play an important role when they know the signs of 

emerging mental health conditions and how to connect students to professional help. 

 

Call or email your state Senator today. Tell them you are a constituent and are counting on their 

support for SB 1052 to provide statewide mental health teacher training.  

 
Make it personal. Tell them why you care.  

 
Talking Points 

 One in six U.S. youth aged 6-17 experience a mental health disorder each year, but 
only half receive any mental health services. 
 

 Untreated mental illness can lead to poor academic performance, social isolation, juvenile 
justice system involvement or - most tragically - suicide. 
 

 Teachers are uniquely positioned to identify students with emerging mental health conditions 
and help connect them to care.  

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2724377?guestAccessKey=f689aa19-31f1-481d-878a-6bf83844536a
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2724377?guestAccessKey=f689aa19-31f1-481d-878a-6bf83844536a
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Checklist for Advocacy Emails 

Tips: Be polite. Avoid strong language that could be taken the wrong way.  

Don’t write anything you’d be embarrassed to have forwarded to others.  

If you’re in doubt, revise or don’t send. 
 

 

 

Use your subject line 

 
 

Identify your issue and position. Use the subject line to identify a bill or issue and 

specify your support, opposition, or request for action.  
 

 Start with a greeting  

 
 

Properly address your policy maker. Begin with “Dear [Elected Title] [Last Name].”  
 

 State your issue and position  

 
 

Indicate why you are writing. Let your policymaker know the position or action you would 

like him or her to take on your issue.  
 

 Optional: Make it personal 

 Describe why this legislation matters to you personally. Include how you are affected 

by mental illness.  

 Optional: Add your story or talking points 

 Option 1: Add a brief highlight of your story. In one to three sentences, describe an 

important part of your story that is relevant to the issue. 
 

 

 

Option 2: Make one to three brief points. Talk about the impact of the issue or bill 

and/or why the bill is needed. 
 

 

 Make your “ask” 

 
 

Ask your policymaker if you can count on their support (or opposition).   Be specific 

about the action or position desired. Include a bill number, if possible. Option: Politely ask 

your policymaker to tell you how he/she intends to vote. 
 

 Say thank you  

 
Thank your policymaker for their time or for their attention to your issue.  

 Add a closing 

 

 

Choose a respectful closing. Follow with your name, address, phone number, and email 

address. This allows your policymaker to respond to your request. 
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Advocacy Email Worksheet 

Subject line 

 

Greeting  

 

 

Issue and position  

 

 

Optional: Why it’s personal 

 

 

 

Optional: Your story or talking points 

 

 

 

 Ask 

 

 

 

Thank you  

 

 

Closing and contact information 

 

 

 



Rev June 2021 NAMI Smarts for Advocacy: Telling Your Story Module 1 Page 11 
© 2013 NAMI, Inc. 

 

Checklist for Advocacy Phone Calls 
A 30-second phone call is an easy way to quickly make a difference with policy makers.  
 

 Introduce yourself   

 

 

Say hello. Identify yourself by your name and mention that you are a constituent and the city or 
town you live in.  
 

 

 

 

Ask to speak to your policymaker. If unavailable, ask staff to relay your message and possibly 
ask for a call back. If you get voicemail, leave your message there.    
 

 State your issue and position 

 
Indicate why you’re calling. Let your policymaker know your issue and the position or action you 
want him or her to take. Include a bill number, if possible.  

 Make it personal 

 
Describe why this issue matters to you personally. Include how you are affected by mental 
illness.  

 Optional: Add your story or talking points 

 
Option 1: Add a highlight of your story. In one to three sentences, describe an important part of 
your story that is relevant to the issue. 
 

 Option 2: Make a point or two. Talk briefly about the impact of the issue or bill. 

 What is the need or problem? 

 

 

Mention the problem or need you want addressed. Transition to the challenge(s) faced by 
people living with mental illness. 

 What will help others? 

 

 

Propose a solution. Let your policymaker know what will help address the need or problem you 
described.  
 

 Make your “ask” 

 
 

Express your hope for their support. Let your policymaker know, again, the action or position you 
would like them to take.  
 

 
Thank your elected official. Let your policymaker know you appreciate their time. Option: Ask for 
a call back if you were not able to speak to your policymaker directly.  
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Sample Social Media Advocacy Posts  

 “Please take action” 

 

  

 

 “Thank you for your action” 

 

  

 

 “Disappointed in your action” 

 

  

Change lives by giving teachers tools to help students like me who live with 

mental health conditions. @SenWalkerWI, please support SB 1052 to train 

our state's teachers and #Act4MentalHealth 

Thank you @SenWalkerWI for supporting SB 1052 to train teachers to 

support students with mental health conditions! #Act4MentalHealth 

 

Disappointed that @SenWalker did not support funding for teacher mental 

health training. Please join me to #Act4MentalHealth and give our teachers to 

support students.  
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Checklist for Social Media Advocacy 

 Use the right handle   

 

 

Find the right account. Some policymakers have a campaign and an official account, so make 

sure you are directing it to their official account.  

 State your issue and position 

 
Indicate why you’re posting. Let your policymaker know your issue and the position or action 

you want him or her to take. Include a bill number, if possible.  

 Be respectful 

 
Always be respectful. Even when you don’t agree with a policymaker’s action, they may be 

your champion on a different issue in the future. Keep the conversation positive. 

 Limit abbreviations and hashtags 

 

 

Don’t let your message get lost. Be short, succinct, and clear on what you’re asking for. It’s 

also important to know your audience, so don’t use references they won’t understand.  

 Make it personal 

 

 

Share pictures or elements of your story if you can. If you meet in person, get a picture with 

your policymaker and thank them in a Tweet or post, tagging their office. Or post a video 

sharing a few details of your story and how it relates to your ask.   
 

 Make your “ask” 

 
 

Express your hope for their support. Let your policymaker know the action or position you 

would like them to take.  
 

 Thank your elected official. Follow up and thank your policymaker for their action.   
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Social Media Practice Sheet 

Compose a tweet: Please take action 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Compose a tweet: Thank you for your action 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Compose a tweet: Disappointed in your action 
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Making Your Case:  
Tips for Legislative Advocacy Meetings 

  

Prep for success  

 Know your issue. Identify your issue, describe the problem, talking points, your story, the solution and 
your “ask.” Use a briefing sheet to stay organized.  

 Know your legislator. Research your legislators online. Read their bios. Find out what committees they 
are on, their interests and any action on your issues.  

 

 

 Plan your meeting. If meeting as part of a group, identify roles and coordinate what you will say. A 
group of two or three is often the most effective. Use these Meeting Roles as a guide. 

   

Lead 

− Introduces self & group 
 

− Introduces issue & position 
 

− Makes the "ask" 
 

− Closes the meeting 

Messenger  

− Gives talking points 
− Describes the need/problem 
− Describes the solution 
− Gives legislative packet at 

meeting close 

Storyteller 

− Adds highlights of personal story 
or local perspective of issue's 
impact 

 

 Dress respectfully. Business or business casual is best, though t-shirts are fine if part of an advocacy 
campaign.  

 

 Be Prompt. Legislators are busy. Arrive a few minutes before the appointed time. Be prepared to wait. 
Committee hearings or meetings may run overtime.   

During the meeting 

 

 

 Speak respectfully. Address the legislator by their title and last name: Senator or Representative [last 
name]. Don’t argue. Respond politely, even to uninformed or stigmatizing comments.   
 
 

 

 Be truthful. If you don’t know the answer to a question, say so. Offer to find the information, then 
contact your NAMI office if you need help.   

 Manage spin. Don’t get caught up in side issues. Practice bringing the focus back to where it belongs—
on people living with mental health conditions.  

 

 

 Expect resistance. Practice positive responses to challenging comments and questions. Use facts to 
support your statements, if possible. 

 

 Make an Ask. Ask your legislator whether you can count on their support (or opposition). Include a bill 
number, if possible.  

Follow up 

 Send a thank you note. A brief thank you note or email is not only polite, it will leave a positive 
impression and allows you to repeat your ask. 

 Check back regarding position. Write, call or email a polite inquiry a week or two after the meeting.  
 

 

 If needed: Follow through on a request. If the legislator asks for more information, follow up 
immediately. Ask NAMI for help if you need it. 
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How to Find Your Lawmakers 

Municipal, County, State, Federal 
 

We are represented by lawmakers at the municipal, county, state, and federal levels. At each level of 

government, lawmakers vote on budgets and policies affecting behavioral health services and 

supports. When advocating for a bill or budget provision, it is important to contact the right type of 

lawmaker who represents your district.  
 

To find your lawmakers, click the appropriate link and enter your address. You will see information 

about the official, contact information, the district they represent, committee membership, bill 

sponsorship, and how they have voted. You can also search for specific bills at each level. 
  

Common Council: City of Madison 
 

Alder 

 

https://www.cityofmadison.com/council/  

County Board of Supervisors 
 

Supervisor 

 

https://board.countyofdane.com/  

Wisconsin State Legislature: Senate and Assembly 
 

State Representative https://legis.wisconsin.gov/ 

 

State Senator 

 

https://legis.wisconsin.gov/ 

U.S. Congress: Senate and House 

House of 

Representatives 
https://www.house.gov/htbin/findrep  

 

U.S. Senate 

2 serve the entire state 

 

https://www.senate.gov/senators/senators-

contact.htm  

 

 

 

https://www.cityofmadison.com/council/
https://board.countyofdane.com/
https://legis.wisconsin.gov/
https://legis.wisconsin.gov/
https://www.house.gov/htbin/findrep
https://www.senate.gov/senators/senators-contact.htm
https://www.senate.gov/senators/senators-contact.htm

