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The Power of  Storytelling: Using Documentary Film 
as a Tool for Family Recovery Education

• Larkin Maxwell Francis, PhD, MSW, VCU School of  Social Work 
• Sarah McFarland, R-CPRS, FSP, Sarah McFarland Consulting
• Kathy Wrenn, Executive Producer & Co-Director, Together
• Ya-Li Yang, Ph.D. Candidate, MSW, VCU School of  Social Work  
• Shelly Young, Co-Director & Co-Producer, Together



• Storytelling as a Catalyst: Utilizing the power of  documentary film to shift 
the narrative from traditional "detachment" to active, informed family 
connection.

• The Power of  Connection: Highlighting lived experiences and expert insights 
to prove that strong family support doubles the likelihood of  lasting recovery.

• The "Double Dividend" Effect: Leveraging evidence-based narrative arcs to 
reduce cognitive load, educate families, and spark global cultural change.

Quotes from viewers about the impact of  the film are 
highlighted in green boxes like this throughout the slides

“[This film] has shown me the possibilities. 
So much of  what we see is the negative.”



Barriers to Recovery

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1gRJVL9ATtqqqYWhY5qmkY723peUkI8RE/preview


• Shattering the Silence: Addressing the silent shame, isolation, and spiritual 
exhaustion that prevents families from seeking the support they desperately need.

• From Powerlessness to Empowerment: Moving beyond the belief  that 
caregivers are helpless by utilizing education to shift the focus toward personal 
growth and healthy family practices.

• Healing Through Community: Building safe, judgment-free spaces that facilitate 
collective learning and connection, proving that recovery is a family and 
community journey.

“My biggest take away was recognizing 
‘you don't know, what you don't know.’ This makes me want to learn more and educate 
myself  so that I can better support my loved one, myself, and my future family and the inevitable 

struggles that will be faced.”



Family Matters

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1G2NlUdXpJc2kZX1v3zdsfqqoMMsT6u-i/preview


• The Ecosystem Shift: Moving beyond the "individual struggle" to address 
how addiction disrupts the entire family’s physical, emotional, and financial 
well-being.

• Connection Over Confrontation: Replacing the outdated "tough love" 
narrative with evidence-based models (like CRAFT and BALM) that leverage 
empathy and relationship bonds to drive change.

• Validating Impact: Partnering with the VCU School of  Social Work to bring 
academic rigor and research data to our documentary storytelling, tracking 
exactly how this film is changing minds and healing families.

“Love...this film comes from the heart, so it is no surprise that when talking about 
family recovery the theme of  loving your loved one where they are is a core principle.”

“I've been able to put more faith in trying compassion over tough love.”



Partnership with the VCU School of  Social Work research team

Assess the film’s impact on family members’

AttitudesKnowledge

Awareness

about family recovery

Intentions to take 
action to learn more 
about family recovery

Intentions to engage 
with the family 

recovery community



About the Study
• Surveys with closed-ended and open-ended questions at three time points
• Quantitative & qualitative



Awareness & Knowledge

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1QM_2zwzmKoZRWjwwM_AN4WyHqolj2AqY/preview


Families recognized the 
importance of  involving 
family members to 
supporting their loved 
ones’ recovery process

Note. Figure generated using ChatGPT (OpenAI, 2026).

“Family is a vital part of  
recovery and even one person 

can make a difference”



Attitudes 

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1SYe2qPoxkIoBMWxAFvO_Qa4g1SK9cRs5/preview


Note. Figure generated using ChatGPT (OpenAI, 2026).

Families reported 
increased abilities to 
cope and overcome 
challenges

“Gaining hope helps me 
to be calmer and more 

logical with him.”

Tang et al., 2024



Family Closeness & Communication

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1YldUpTe8hch8zzR_xoRZLWgyxi1mnt_-/preview


Note. Figure generated using ChatGPT (OpenAI, 2026).

“I have been more 
intentional about loving my 
sister and seen results in our 
communication improving.”

“We share an openness & 
awareness of  support and 

understanding”
(since viewing the film)”



Audience Impact

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1Kg97UInJ1NPPH8H6KudM_FUhwYfq0FI-/preview


Quotes from Qualitative Data

Taking action to learn more & engage with the 
family recovery community

“I learned that I need to learn more, get support, and check in 
with a professional on/about progress and challenges”

“I want to learn more.”

“[This film] made me push ahead and finally attend a 
group and realize that as a support person need help too”



Quotes from Qualitative Data

Impacts on relationships & communication

“I find myself  really appreciating my time spent with them and genuinely 
listening to them more than in the past. I now see more of  them as a 

beautiful person rather than their affliction.”

“We are actually communicating” “I have softened towards her.”

“[This film] has made me realize that I need to set more boundaries 
for my mental health so that I can be the parent I want to be.”



“...that supporting ourselves is critical.”

“...that self  care and boundaries are important 
in the modern form of  family recovery.”

“...the importance of  healing for the entire family unit. 
Self-care and boundary setting are important for both the family members 

and for the individual's recovery.“

“...that taking care of  
yourself  allows you to 
care for others better… 
Love is medicine.”

Bonus Finding! People Said That Watching the Film Helped 
Them Realize the Importance of  Self-Care & Boundaries

Quotes from Qualitative Data



“We 
are not 
alone”



Next Steps





Contact 

Illume Family Recovery 
Kathy Wrenn
kathy_wrenn@illumefamilyrecovery.org

Shelly Young
shelly@illumefamilyrecovery.org

Sarah McFarland Consulting
Sarah McFarland
sarahsmoot14@gmail.com

VCU School of  Social Work
Larkin Francis
francismw3@vcu.edu

Ya-Li Yang
yangy11@vcu.edu
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1. Join Us for a Round Table Discussion @ 3:30pm
Academic Learning Commons - VCU - 1100

2. Visit our website to learn more
www.togetherfamilyrecovery.com

3. Inquire about Screening the film by 
scanning the QR code

Action Steps

http://www.togetherfamilyrecovery.com

