
Telling a story with your science
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You may have been given the advice that you should tell a story with the data
you present. But is this approach really effective? And if so, why? Below, we
describe the rationale behind the use of storytelling to convey scientific
information, and suggest one method for how to achieve this.

Reasons to use a storytelling approach to convey scientific findings and
ideas
Telling a story allows you, as the writer, to connect with your reader and help
them more easily comprehend and remember the information you wish to
convey. This is because storytelling can have the following effects:

• Help the reader to focus: A narrative structure can increase audience
comprehension, interest, and engagement1, thereby allowing the reader
maintain their focus on your message.

• Improve retention of information: Framing information in a story creates a
logical connection between events or facts, making them easier to
remember2,3.

• Elicit emotion: Compelling narratives cause oxytocin release, which can
affect our attitudes, beliefs, behaviors,4 and memories5.

• Synchronize the brain activity between the writer and the reader: The
brain waves of a storyteller and listener are spatially and temporally
coupled6, allowing them to get on the same wavelength (both
metaphorically and literally).

An approach to telling a story with your data
One effective method is the ABT (And, But, Therefore) Framework, which is
attributed to the scientist-turned-filmaker, Randy Olson. This framework builds in
a clear beginning, middle, and end to the story as follows:

1. AND provides context and creates connections between different pieces
of background information.

2. BUT allows you to present a problem or question, which is an essential
feature of any good story and keeps readers engaged and focused.

3. THEREFORE resolves the problem or question, thus tying the narrative
arc together.

For example:

1. Vaccines based on killed or weakened viruses have been used for a long
time AND were safe AND effective.

2. BUT the production of these vaccines required large-scale cell culture
and was slow.

3. THEREFORE, the discovery of mRNA vaccines that could be rapidly
developed was a major scientific breakthrough for the treatment of
infectious diseases.

Additional considerations as you write your story

• Know your audience: how you present the “But” (gap or question) or
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“Therefore” (conclusion) will depend on whether you are writing for
subject-matter experts or a broad readership.

• Start with material that is relatable to your audience to establish a
connection more quickly.

• Identify the problem and work backward to determine the background
information the reader will need to understand it.

• Avoid too many “Buts” (gaps or questions) or your reader won’t know
what your focus is.

• Be specific about your meaning because this will strengthen your
arguments.

Happy storytelling, and happy holidays!
Jen Barr and the SERCC Team
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