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Health Messages and to Develop Effective Resources Through Collaborative, 
Multi-Disciplinary Approaches (Tell a Story, Save a Life)
Melissa Ploeckelmana, Scott Heibergera, Risto Rautiainenb, Anthony Johnsonb, Devon Charlierc, Aaron Yoderb, 
and Ellen Duysenb
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ABSTRACT
Objective: Storytelling engages audiences, passes down traditions and history, educates, and 
helps people understand and interpret their environment. Many of those who work in agriculture 
have been part of the storytelling tradition since childhood. Research has demonstrated the 
emotional impact of personal stories and how prevention information is conveyed effectively 
“farmer to farmer” through this method of communication. 
Methods: Since 2016, the Telling the Story Project has provided a space for those directly or 
indirectly involved in an agricultural incident to share their story and unique perspectives on how 
similar incidents can be avoided. 
Results: This collaborative project, developed between the National Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health (NIOSH) Agriculture Safety Centers, has resulted in 11 stories on a dedicated 
website, safety and health resources, and educational guides. The stories and educational guide
lines have been marketed extensively through traditional and social media sources, employed in 
safety training, and embraced by educators in agricultural programs. The website has provided 
a national and international reach with more than 35,000 visits. 
Conclusion: Qualitative thematic analysis of the stories provided data on the circumstances 
leading up to each incident, valuable information on how the storytellers interpreted the after
math, and a novel perspective on how safety professionals can create messaging that will 
resonate with the farming community.  
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Introduction

Through the ages, storytelling has been used to 
engage audiences, pass down traditions and his
tory, educate, and help people understand and 
interpret their environment. First-person narra
tives shared by our hunter-gatherer ancestors 
were associated with increased cooperation, 
a trait essential to survival.1 In the field of Public 
Health, storytelling is effective in increasing 
knowledge, changing attitudes, and improving 
health behaviors.2,3 Using personal stories helps 
people relate to one another, allows them to pic
ture themselves behaving differently, and, in turn, 
reduces resistance and inspires new health 
behaviors.4 Relating stories can provide an effec
tive way for both the tellers of story and their 
listeners to find meaning in events, provide

context to what is being taught, transmit emotion 
along with information, develop a professional 
identity, build empathy, and compassion, and 
help with remembering events and lessons 
learned.5 The scientific community has embraced 
the power and utility of storytelling, and the prac
tice has been well-researched in the fields of 
psychology6,7 and neurobiology.8,9 Moreover, nar
ratives effectively address grief and loss.10,11

Within agricultural communities, there exists 
a rich history of storytelling.1 Farming and ranch
ing traditions and practices are passed down 
through oral history and personal narratives. 
Many farmers and ranchers have been part of the 
storytelling tradition since childhood. Agricultural 
producers have used storytelling to market their 
commodities; research has shown this to be an
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effective tool.12 An exploratory study found 
through interviews with agricultural injury vic
tims, their next of kin, and family members that 
storytelling likely plays a role in dealing emotion
ally with the aftermath of severe agricultural 
incidents.13

Agricultural workers face many health and 
safety hazards on the farm and ranch, recording 
one of the highest fatality and injury rates of any 
occupation.14 With 12% of Midwestern US farm
ers reporting at least one injury each year,15 and 
453 agriculture-related deaths in 2021,14 the need 
for continued and novel safety interventions is 
evident.

It was with consideration for providing a space 
for those directly or indirectly involved in an agri
cultural injury incident to share their story, and 
with an understanding of the educational benefits 
to the listeners, that the Telling the Story Project 
(TTSP) was conceived. The goal of this project was 
to have readers connect on a cultural, intellectual, 
and emotional level with the storytellers, thereby 
moving them to integrate safety practices into 
their work.

This collaborative project provides a platform 
for those affected by agricultural incidents to 
recount the event from their unique perspective. 
Injury prevention messages and links to resources 
are included on the webpage, thereby increasing 
knowledge regarding work hazards and reinfor
cing positive safety behaviors in those who hear 
the stories. Utilizing videotaped interviews and 
written narratives, the TTSP provides farmers, 
farm workers, and ranchers who have been 
directly involved in an agriculture incident or 
a family member an opportunity to share their 
story.

The TTSP website, www.tellingthestoryproject. 
org.,16 houses personal narratives, videos, and edu
cational resources that provide additional informa
tion regarding the hazards outlined in each story. 
Storytellers can express emotions related to the 
incident through their narrative and video. The 
stories are used as a pedagogical tool for those 
who work in agriculture as well as for students, 
as a valuable resource for those working in safety. 
The TTSP stories are shared widely with the 
media, as agricultural media is an important 
source of information for farmers.17,18 While the

TTSP intends to reach a wide audience, the target 
audience includes agricultural workers, their 
families, agricultural media and the mainstream 
press, safety professionals, agriculture educators, 
students, and extension specialists.

This article describes the process of collecting, 
editing, formatting, housing, disseminating, and 
analyzing the personal narratives of those who 
have experienced agricultural injuries or have lost 
a loved one to an incident. Results illustrate ways 
in which narratives can be shared broadly through 
effective marketing, and how using thematic ana
lysis to examine the narratives may lead to the 
development of novel safety messages. The meth
ods described below provide a roadmap for those 
who want to use storytelling to improve their 
stakeholders’ understanding of a particular topic.

Program development

This project was certified as exempt by Internal 
Review Boards (IRBs) at the University of 
Nebraska Medical Center, Marshfield Clinic 
Research Institute (National Farm Medicine 
Center), University of Minnesota, and the 
University of Iowa.

Work began in 2016 on the TTSP collaborative 
project. Individuals from four agricultural safety 
and health centers, three of them funded by the 
National Institute for Occupational Safety and 
Health (NIOSH), were involved in the develop
ment and administration of the project. The origi
nal NIOSH-funded centers participating included 
the Great Plains Center for Agricultural Health 
(GPCAH), the Upper Midwest Agricultural Safety 
and Health Center (UMASH), and the Central 
States Center for Agricultural Safety and Health 
(CS-CASH), as well as the National Farm 
Medicine Center, Marshfield, Wisconsin. In 2022, 
the NIOSH-funded National Children’s Center for 
Rural and Agricultural Health and Safety 
(NCCRAHS) replaced the GPCAH on the project. 
The project team includes members with expertise 
in industrial hygiene, Fatality Assessment and 
Control Evaluation investigations (FACE), agricul
tural engineering, evaluation, journalism, video
graphy and recording, media relations, 
curriculum development, and educational out
reach. Specific guidelines, shown in Figure 1,
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were developed to guide the acceptance, writing, 
and dissemination of the TTSP stories. The project 
website, www.tellingthestoryproject.org.,16 is 
housed on a WordPress platform. Figure 2

outlines the interview, writing, and recording pro
cess for each TTSP story.

Educational materials and resources related to 
the story are included on the website, assisting

Figure 1. Telling the story project guidelines.

Stories are identified through 
local and national news media, 
personal contacts, and social 

media. 

The TTSP team contacts 
potential storytellers.

A team member meets with the 
storyteller, reviews guidelines 
and arranges interview times.

Face-to-face meetings are 
conducted with the storytellers. 

The interview is transcribed 
and, if permitted, video and 

tape recorded.

Photographs and videos are 
taken of the site of the incident 
if appropriate and approved by 

the storyteller.

The TTSP interviewer uses the 
full transcript to write the story 

from the storyteller's 
perspective focusing on 
prevention messaging.

A videographer edits the video 
and photographs.

Before publication on the TTSP 
website, storytellers review and 

approve the final content.

High-resolution photos, videos 
and links to safety resources 
are used to supplement the 

stories. 

Figure 2. Telling the story project interview, writing and recording process.
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readers in identifying best practices to work safely. 
Discussion guides are prepared to support educa
tors and safety professionals using these stories 
during classroom discussions and training. Some 
stories are shared as vignettes, short accounts of 
agricultural incidents accompanied by prevention 
messages and resources. Agricultural incidents in 
the media that fit the storytelling model but have 
not been written by the TTSP team are also shared 
on the TTSP website. Cartoonist Rick Friday cre
ated story frames that capture safety and health 
messages in a cartoon format.

The stories and resources on the website are 
marketed using social media, press releases, and 
feature articles in agricultural magazines and jour
nals. Media toolkits are created to encourage 
health and safety partners to share the TTSP stor
ies. The kits are packaged for easy sharing and are 
disseminated via email to the TTSP team mem
bers’ networks.

Qualitative perspective of the stories

Thematic analysis was used to identify and report 
common patterns and themes within 11 TTSP 
stories. The complete “raw” transcripts of each 
interview were coded. Coding, analysis, and visua
lization were accomplished using Microsoft Excel 
(Microsoft Corporation, 2018), Microsoft Power 
BI (Microsoft Corporation, 2018), and the qualita
tive analysis software MAXQDA (Berlin, 
Germany). The coders (C1 and C2) were public 
health safety professionals; one was an expert in 
thematic analysis (C1), and both were experts in 
agricultural hazards. The 11 narratives were com
piled in Excel and split into individual meaning 
units by C1, and then each unit was condensed. 
Each meaning unit recorded was associated with 
the incident. Units of the narrative that did not 
directly relate to the incident were not coded, such 
as when a storyteller discussed details of their 
current job. The data were then disassembled and 
coded into 16 descriptive groups by C1 and C2. 
The groups were defined as the coders analyzed 
the meaning units, rather than using predeter
mined labels. Excel was used to pull themes and 
sub-themes from these data, and this information 
was sorted into meaning units by C1 and C2. Data

were visualized using Excel Power BI, and inter- 
rater reliability was calculated using MAXQDA.

Project outcomes and outputs

Created in 2017, the TTSP website www.tellingth 
estoryproject.org been visited 35,771 times as of 
September 2023. The number of views of the stor
ies, vignettes, and supplementary materials as of 
September 2023 are shown in Table 1.

Media releases featuring TTSP stories are sent 
to a database of more than 300 agricultural com
municators. TTSP stories and reports of the pro
ject have been published in a wide range of 
agricultural media publications including 
Midwest Farm Report, Farm Progress, Rural 
Radio, Brownfield Ag News, U.S. News and 
World Reports, Iowa Farmer Today, AgProud, 
Capital Press, and the Omaha World Herald. 
TTSP stories have been regularly featured in 
Safety Watch columns of Iowa Farmer Today 
affiliated publications, reaching over 84,000 house
holds in the Midwest, and online.

Messaging using an TTSP media kit reached 
over 15,000 users via Facebook, Instagram, and 
Twitter. One Facebook post featuring the Mike 
Biadasz story was shared more than 20 times and 
reached over 2,500 users. The TTSP team also 
received positive feedback on the toolkit, such as 
this one from a Minnesota teacher: “Teaching in 
a more urban area, very few of my students have 
hands-on, production agriculture experience. I will 
share some of the photos/stories with them.”

The TTSP model has been adopted by other 
organizations, notably the National Children’s 
Center for Rural and Agricultural Health and 
Safety’s (NCCRAHS) “Storytelling” project.

Qualitative perspective – what the storytellers 
can teach us about communicating safety

From 11 stories, we found 215 meaning units. 
Each meaning unit was a sentence or phrase 
from the storyteller that was related to the incident 
(who, what, where, when, and how), description of 
additional agricultural incidents in which the 
storyteller was involved, and reflections on agri
cultural safety practices that could have prevented 
the incident. Each meaning unit (n = 215) was
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transcribed into a database. Nine themes emerged 
from 193 of the meaning units, with 22 meaning 
units not fitting a theme. Figure 3 shows the 
themes and examples of the meaning units that 
fit the theme. The most common themes were 
thoughts during the incident, reflections on the 
cause of the incident, and positive outcomes 
since the incident. Four subthemes were con
structed from the nine themes including discus
sion of safety perspectives, the farm environment, 
risks, and unclassified. The most common words 
identified in the meaning units were work, hurt, 
time, and safety. Commonalities in themes were 
found to be independent of storyteller gender, 
location, and type of incident, except for Mike’s 
story, the only story recounting a fatality.

Discussion

Narratives that cause us to pay attention and 
involve us emotionally have been shown through 
research to be the stories that move us to action.9 

Creating such narratives was the intent of the 
TTSP initiative: to provide first-person accounts 
that would motivate the reader toward safer

behaviors when working in agriculture. 
Compared to a didactic delivery, narrative mes
sages involve audiences emotionally as well as 
cognitively, shaping feelings as well as building 
mental models.19

As an effective outreach tool, storytelling has 
been shown to capture and maintain an audience’s 
attention more effectively than traditional lectures 
or presentations.20 Stories often include cultural 
references, fostering a sense of connection and 
relevance for diverse audiences.5 The TTSP aims 
to foster this connection between those involved in 
an agricultural incident and those reading and 
hearing the stories on the website, thereby moti
vating the website visitors to further explore ways 
to reduce risk and increase a safe environment.

The impact of the safety narrative is amplified 
by research that shows farmers consider other 
farmers to be trusted sources of information.21 

The TTSP platform has allowed storytellers to 
share their perceptions about what went wrong 
and then provide a message about how to pre
vent or avoid similar incidents. Although 
research has not yet been conducted by the 
TTSP team on the changes in attitude,

Table 1. Telling the story project - story and section details and webpage analytics.

Hazard Title Fatal – Nonfatal State in which Incident Occurred Gender
Webpage Views 

Feb. 2017-Sept. 2023

Stories
ATV

David’s Story Nonfatal Nebraska Male 918
Kenny’s Story Nonfatal Iowa Male 1826

Livestock Susan’s Story Nonfatal Nebraska Female 832
Tractor and Machinery Brian’s Story Nonfatal Iowa Male 1169
Fire Leon’s Story Nonfatal Iowa Male 1559
Ladder

Steph’s Story Nonfatal Iowa Female 1820
Rick and Juan Story Nonfatal Iowa Male 1568

Machinery Brad’s Story Nonfatal Wisconsin Male 1206
Gases

Mike Story Fatal Wisconsin Male 4020
Jerry’s Story Nonfatal South Dakota Male 1826
Jason and Roxanne Story Nonfatal Iowa Male 1383

Website Sections
Vignettes Lawnmower Nonfatal Kentucky Female 754

Amputation Wisconsin Male
Discussion Guides Mike’s Story Fatal Wisconsin Male 932

Steph’s Story Nonfatal Iowa Female
David’s Story Nonfatal Nebraska Male
Jerry’s Story Nonfatal South Dakota Male
Brad’s Story Nonfatal Wisconsin Male
Susan’s Story Nonfatal Nebraska Female

Resources NA NA NA NA 1568
Story Frames NA NA NA NA 832
More NA NA U.S. and International NA 742
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knowledge, or safety behavior of those hearing 
and reading the stories, the number of visits to 
the website over 6 years and the average length 
of time viewers spent on the site (2 minutes, 35  
seconds) indicates engagement with the stories. 
In 2022, the average time spent on a website was 
56 seconds.22

Storytellers indicate sharing their experiences 
has been positive. The family of Mike Biadasz, 
who told the story of Mike’s death due to hydrogen 
sulfide exposure, established a rebate program for 
farmers who rent portable gas monitors, and they 
continue to share their safety message. Many of the 
storytellers have been interviewed by media follow
ing the release of their story on the TTSP website. 
The details of the TTSP have been shared as work
shops and presentations at safety and health con
ferences, leading to inquiries from other 
organizations interested in modeling this project.

Creating curriculum guides has allowed the TTSP 
stories to be integrated into the classroom for use by 
agricultural teachers. These allow instructors to

bring agricultural safety and health messages into 
the classroom in a way that elevates student learning 
by engaging the students in analyzing and evaluating 
the relatable content of the stories.

Qualitative thematic analysis allows researchers to 
organize the content of the stories and interpret 
aspects of personal narratives.23 We will use these 
data to inform educational resources and to help 
understand how to prevent similar incidents. We 
found common subthemes in the stories, including 
very detailed descriptions of the environment in 
which the incident occurred. Some examples of 
these descriptions include: “For this particular load, 
I pulled up to the blower, crawled from the tractor to 
the blower tractor and ramped up the RPMs, then 
went back to my wagon tractor and started the PTO 
to unload the wagon”; and “So I went in, set the two 
buckets down, and reached back to get the gate.”

Even years after the incident most storytellers 
seemed to have significant recall regarding the hazar
dous environment in which they were injured. This 
may be related to the storyteller’s self-reflection over

Figure 3. TTSP qualitative analysis, meaning units, themes and subthemes.
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time to the question “how did this happen to me?” 
Trauma research has found when an individual 
experiences a physically traumatic event, their episo
dic memory can be affected. So, while each story may 
not reflect precise details of the incident, each story is 
told from the storyteller’s best recollection of the 
event. Understanding the environment and the 
events that led up to the incident can provide valu
able information on how similar incidents can be 
prevented.

Safety messages were a common subtheme as well. 
Since all stories on the website were required to have 
a safety component, this is not a surprising finding. 
However, each storyteller’s take on prevention came 
from their unique perspective. For example, “Had 
I taken just a couple more seconds and walked around 
the blower instead of reaching across I would not have 
been part of that farm accident,” and “Always keep 
your cell phone with you.” These safety messages can 
resonate with other farmers and ranchers who may 
have been in similar situations.

One of the surprising outcomes from the ana
lysis was the number of times the storytellers dis
cussed positive outcomes (n = 54) versus negative 
outcomes (n = 4). The storytellers chose to focus 
on the positive outcomes of the incident. Their 
positivity can be seen in some of these examples, 
“I am fortunate I’m one of those farmers in the 
neighborhood that still has all my fingers and 
thumbs”; “I was without both arms. But I rely on 
my neighbors and friends who I know I can call, 
and they will always be willing to come help when 
we need them.” Using a positive message to relay 
the outcome of a traumatic incident demonstrates 
resilience in these agricultural producers, “Some 
people have told me to go on disability, but 
I wouldn’t want any other job.” This finding may 
guide how outreach messaging could be conveyed 
to agricultural workers, projecting a positive out
come for instance, “You wouldn’t want any other 
job, so protect yourself doing this one.”

Future work

The TTSP collaborative team continues to add 
stories, vignettes, teacher guides, and accounts 
from the media. Impact will be evaluated from 
the storyteller’s perspective and for those who 
engage with the stories on the website. The team

will be formatting some of the storyteller’s videos 
to be placed on the U.S. Ag Center’s YouTube 
channel,24 furthering the reach of the stories.

Conclusion

The Telling the Story Project has provided those 
affected by an agriculture-related injury or fatality 
an opportunity to convey a message of prevention 
through their unique perspective. The narratives 
have provided information on the details surround
ing the incident, perceived risks, and unique safety 
perspectives of our storytellers. These details can be 
used to better understand the circumstances leading 
up to an incident and how to create safety messages 
that will resonate with the farming community.
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