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“As long as I’ve been doing things with 
the VA nobody has ever asked me 
anything about my life. There was never 
anybody to tell because nobody wanted 
to listen. This is the first time.” – Veteran





 1,000 words

 First-person narrative.

 Told in the veteran’s voice.

 Reviewed and approved by veteran.

 Prominent location in EHR.

The Stories



 Staff, volunteers or student learners interview veterans and 
ask them what they would like their care team to know 
about them.

 Interviewers write up a short story and review it with the 
veteran.

 Veterans get printed copies of the approved story to share 
with family and/or friends.

 The story is added to the EHR as a “My Story” note.

The Process



 2013/2014 – Pilot program launches at Madison VA. First 
community volunteers trained.

 2015/2016 – Project expands to 6 VA pilot sites. Toolkit and 
training video released. 1,000th veteran story added to EHR. 
First training workshop.

 2017/2018 – Project selected for national implementation 
across VA. My Life, My Story Implemented at 25 VA 
medical centers.

 2019 – My Life, My Story Implemented at 50 VA medical 
centers

Project History



Why Do Stories Matter?

It’s far more important to know what person the 
disease has than what disease the person has. –
Hippocrates 400 BCE

The good physician treats the disease; the 
great physician treats the patient who has the 
disease. – Sir William Osler 1848-1919



 “The interview was enjoyable. I said things that I had never 
told anyone. I am now saying those things to my friends 
and family. It feels good.” – Veteran

 Going through this process of writing my life story has 
helped relieve some of the pain (physical and emotional) 
but more importantly just when I thought I hadn’t made an 
impact on anyone’s life, after sharing my story with 
family/friends, I realize that I did. – Veteran

 “Thank you very much. This was very worthwhile and gave 
me the opening to share thoughts and memories that were 
buried for 40+ years.” – Veteran

Stories Change the Story



Stories Change the Story
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I liked the visit from the interviewer today

I felt this visit gave me a chance to describe myself to my treatment team

I felt that my story was a helpful part of my care

The Madison Veterans Hospital should continue this program

2014



A letter that we received from a staff 
endocrinologist at the Durham VA.

"I would like to thank you for the “My Story” you 
did on a Veteran I saw in clinic today with one of 
the Duke endocrine fellows. When we reviewed 
the medical part of the record, he was 

“a 61M h/o DM (prev glipizide, A1c 11.9 10/27, 
now on insulin) without known complication, 
PTSD/MDD, chronic pain on methadone, 
OSA s/p UPPP on CPAP, recent 
hospitalization for empyema” presenting for 
ongoing management of his diabetes.

After we read the “My Story”, he became a hero in our 
eyes. Turns out he was in the 82nd airborne division as 
a machine gunner. He joined the Army boxing team 
and spent a year as a novice boxer, winning a 
tournament and training for the 1976 Olympics. He 
was a cook in Afghanistan and with only 11 helpers, he 
cooked for 11,000 soldiers! He still cooks for his wife. 
He now helps other Veterans by taking care of their 
spiritual needs as a pastor.

Stories Change the Story



From a January 2014 survey of Madison VA providers.

Stories Change the Culture
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Reading "My Story" notes is a good use of my clinical time.

Reading “My Story” notes helps me provide better treatment/care.

2014



From an October 2017 survey of Madison VA providers.
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Reading "My Story" notes is a good use of my clinical time.

Reading “My Story” notes helps me provide better treatment/care.

2017

Stories Change the Culture
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• thor.ringler@va.gov

• 608-256-1901 Ext. 11962
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