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Abstract: The general awareness of the sustainability challenge and the urgency to act is
increasing. However, the actions being taken do not seem to be sufficient, nor the
communication about sustainability effective enough, to ensure a sustainable future. For our
research, we looked at the work of sustainability practitioners using a scientifically robust
framework called the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). The
research focuses on the interaction between the sustainability practitioner and the audience
when communicating the FSSD. It is guided by its central inquiry, how the practice of
storytelling can support sustainability practitioners in their work context. A literature review
and a total of 13 interviews with sustainability and storytelling practitioners comprise the
basis for this analysis. Based on our findings we map out the current practices of storytelling
used by sustainability practitioners in the field and offer recommendations with the intention
of enhancing this practice. Our research showed that sustainability practitioners practice and
benefit from storytelling throughout their work in various ways. We consider this research
with all its limitations as an awareness raiser and invitation to deepen the conversation and
the exchange of experience and knowledge around the topic of storytelling for sustainability.
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Executive Summary
Introduction
The biggest impact on life-quality of humans has come with the onset of the industrial
revolution. It has transformed the way we live, the way we think about ourselves and the way
we view the world. However, despite all the advances in human society and culture one thing
has never changed; humanity still depends on the Earth’s ecosystems services in order to
sustain its life on this planet. Alarmingly, evidence is mounting to show that the aggregate
activities of societies around the world are breaching the limits of what the Earths ecological
systems can absorb and restore at such a systematic rate that we are beginning to threaten the
stability of the very conditions that sustain human life. The rate and scale of this impact
requires that the transition towards a sustainable society must happen not in centuries or
generations, but within years.
The general awareness of this challenge is increasing steadily, as well as many societies’
willingness to deal with this situation. However, so far the actions taken do not seem to be
sufficient to ensure a sustainable future. There seems to be a disconnect - a gap - between
knowledge and action. In order to reach action, an effective communication process is
considered essential. Yet, literature suggests, that the communication about the sustainability
challenge and the urgency to act is not effective enough.
To understand what an effective approach to communication that stimulates actions towards
sustainability could be, we researched how people process and make sense of knowledge.
Cognitive science suggests that there are two modes of cognition: (i) logico-scientific and (ii)
narrative. The logico-scientific mode of cognition is context-free and deals with facts. In
contrast, the narrative mode of cognition is concerned with human action and locates
experiences in time and place. The two modes provide distinctive ways of ordering
experience and constructing reality, complementing each other in order to enhance humans’
rich diversity of thought and capacity to learn.
Considering the importance of both modes of cognition, it follows that simply delivering
facts and explanations regarding the sustainability challenge is likely to be an incomplete and
ineffective approach to inspiring meaningful action. This research focuses on storytelling as a
narrative approach to communication and how this approach relates to sustainability in
particular.
Literature on the subject suggests there are a number of advantages and limitations to using
the practice of storytelling for effective communication. For example storytelling supports
creating a connection amongst people, stories are easier to comprehend than facts, and stories
can help motivate engagement. A limitation mentioned is that stories cannot provide specific
answers. The literature also shows that stories and narratives have become increasingly
popular in management and organizational studies. Yet so far, little research has been
published exploring storytelling in relation to sustainability.
In order to understand the potential of storytelling to strengthen the communication of
scientific concepts, this study focuses its analysis on the work of sustainability practitioners
using a strategic scientific framework called the Framework for Strategic Sustainable
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Development (FSSD). The study specifically focused on the interaction of sustainability
practitioners communicating the FSSD to an audience in a workshop setting.

Research Questions
Primary research question:
How can storytelling support sustainability practitioners in the process of
communicating scientific concepts, using the example of the Framework for Strategic
Sustainable Development?
Secondary research questions:
i.
ii.

How are sustainability practitioners currently communicating the FSSD and the
science behind it?
What are the benefits and limitations of using storytelling for sustainability
communication?

Methods
For this study Maxwell's (2013) model for qualitative research was selected to design the
methodological approach, as it provided comprehensive guidance and allowed an iterative
research process.
At an early stage of the research, 3 exploratory interviews were conducted with FSSD
practitioners that confirmed the need for further research on the topic. Concurrently, a
literature review was conducted to explore and understand the research field.
In two subsequent interview phases a total of 13 semi-structured interviews were conducted.
11 interviews were with sustainability practitioners who have work experience with the
FSSD in a professional context and 2 with storytelling practitioners.
After conducting the first 8 interviews, an interim analysis was conducted to identify the
main themes and codes that appeared in the interviews so far. As a result the research
questions were revised and adjusted for subsequent interviews.
A rich set of data was collected through recording and verbatim transcription of all the
interviews conducted. Each transcript was sent to the respective interviewee for a validation
check.
Interview data was analyzed in two phases. First, a broad analysis was conducted looking at
the whole dataset. Second, a more detailed analysis was conducted narrowing the focus to
comprise the results of the research. The identified patterns were described and structured in
the results.
Lastly, findings from interviews and literature were compared and discussed in order to
answer the primary research question.
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Results
Insights Storytelling Practitioners
The findings showed that storytelling can be seen as more than an one-way process, from the
‘teller’ to the ‘receiver(s)’. Instead one can see it as the beginning of a conversation and as a
container of wisdom. Furthermore, the storytelling practitioners pointed out that one can
consider different roles in the process such as ‘teller’, ‘listener’ and ‘witness’. Another aspect
emphasized was that stories should be used ethically, respectfully and not with the purpose to
manipulate an audience.
Several benefits were mentioned during the interviews. First, that stories are a powerful
practice to share information, to reveal our thinking, to help us remember and to bring
insights into next steps. Second, stories hold the benefit of generating an emotional
connection between the teller and the listener. A limitation that was indicated was that stories
can also lead to polarization of opposing opinions, for example in the climate change debate.
In order to invite the stories of an audience, storytelling practitioners mentioned powerful
questions as an important element to unleash storytelling. Furthermore, the personal
credibility of a storyteller was also mentioned to be a central aspect to build trust.
One barrier that limits the use of storytelling as a practice was the general assumption that
storytelling does not go together with facts. In addition it was mentioned that it is vital that
someone inside the organization creates time for sharing stories.
Insights Sustainability Practitioners
The sustainability practitioners identified two main communication challenges that
storytelling helps them overcome in their work: (i) the need to engage the audience in a way
that they will start applying the FSSD in practice after a workshop; (ii) the use of scientific
language which can create a barrier between the practitioner and the audience. Additionally,
the dealing with linguistic barriers, cultural norms and different worldviews, and working
with an audience that is largely scientifically illiterate, were also mentioned as challenging in
their work.
Regarding opportunities, the practitioners shared that storytelling was used to connect with
the audience through building trusting relationships (safe space), engaging people, making
the material presented personal, inviting authenticity and creating personal connection. They
also stated that it can be used to inspire, intrigue and give a proof of possibility as well as
open up new possibilities.
In addition, the interviews revealed that the practitioners use various types of stories in their
work. Many of the respondents indicated that they do not plan which story to tell in advance,
as the stories come in the moment. A number of practitioners also stated that they are not
systematically recording the stories they tell. Whereas others mentioned that they did capture
stories in presentations, case studies or other forms. Overall the practitioners emphasized that
storytelling is a capacity to be developed over time through practice, alongside developing
the ability to recognize and capture useful stories.
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Storytelling and the FSSD in Practice
In the last section of results the lens of the ABCD process has been used to present the
insights gained from the sustainability practitioners.
The ABCD forms a step-wise strategic process for taking action towards sustainability. The
A-step involves developing systems awareness, creating a shared mental model based on the
FSSD and a shared vision of success. The B-step involves mapping the organization’s
internal and external current reality. The C-step involves brainstorming compelling actions to
move from the current reality towards the shared vision. The D-step involves strategic
prioritization of actions generated in the previous step and the creation of a strategic action
plan.
Interview data showed that the sustainability practitioners actively use stories from the
audience as well as their own stories during the A-step of the process to create a shared
mental model based on the FSSD. Here they mentioned the importance of using language and
stories that suit the context of the audience. To support the audience to understand the socioecological system, the practitioners shared that they use the personal stories from the
audience to create a common understanding of the context in which a group operates. It was
stated that stories from the audience and personal stories from the practitioner can help to
create awareness within the audience about the current beliefs and patterns and deal with
complexity. Furthermore, when explaining scientific concepts the practitioners use metaphors
to make the information more tangible for the audience. When creating a shared vision of
success the practitioners use stories to show the applicability of the FSSD, as well as to
trigger the imagination of the audience.
In the B-step, the sustainability practitioners use stories from the audience to support the
assessment of the current reality. Additionally, they also tell stories about how other
organizations proceeded in this step in order to give practical examples of how the FSSD is
applied in practice.
To trigger the brainstorming of actions in the C-step, the sustainability practitioners share
success stories of other organizations. Two other opportunities for the application of
storytelling identified in the interviews were in inspiring the audience and in guiding the
brainstorming process in a certain direction.
The findings did not reveal that storytelling is being applied in the D-step to support the
prioritization of actions and the creation of a strategic action plan.

Discussion
The challenge of effective communication is speaking to both modes of cognition in order to
enhance a rich and diverse thought capacity to learn qualities of the world. Our interviews
showed that this communication challenge is present in the working context of sustainability
practitioners. Practitioners spoke about the need for science to inform their work in order to
reach a common understanding and to explain the scientific reasoning behind the concepts.
At the same time, both literature and interviews reveal that just the communication of
scientific facts is not very effective in mobilizing people towards action.
Based on a pattern identified across both sets of practitioners we recognized that creating
conditions for learning and change (setting the stage) is a key foundational step in effective
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communication for sustainability in general and storytelling practices in particular.
Considering that sustainability practitioners in the field are often challenged by the little time
they have with an audience we recommend they set the stage by inviting stories prior the
workshop.
Based on the findings revealing the importance of working with the collective and to help
people to move as a group, another recommendation of our research is for practitioners to cocreate stories with the audience when they aim to create a common understanding about the
socio-ecological context or a shared vision of success.
When undertaking the task of creating a strategic action plan we recommend practitioners to
invite the audience to share stories which can remind them of their roles and responsibilities
within the co-created vision. This can strengthen the feeling of co-ownership.
Furthermore, we also suggest for practitioners to capture how co-created stories evolve over
time. This can help a group keeping track of elements that shape new thoughts, assumptions
and subsequent actions. This practice can enable the story to be easily shared to provide a
stepping-stone to invite new people to join and participate in collaborative action.
This research identified that storytelling as a practice can also support sustainability
practitioners working more broadly to communicate different scientific concepts. Building on
this, we consider the sharing of practitioners’ stories, as well as stories from the audience, as
a method to increase scientific awareness and to show proof of possibility to a wider
audience inspiring further action for sustainability.

Conclusion
“It doesn’t matter how right you are. If you can’t get people to follow you, what does it
matter?”
(Michelle Dyer, Sustainability Practitioner)
Without personal connection to a topic then the motivation for learning, understanding and
action seems unlikely. The results show a need for sustainability practitioners who want to
catalyze action on sustainability issues to learn and adopt narrative based communication that
is simple, personal, and scientifically robust in order to communicate with audiences in a way
that can motivate them towards action. With its participatory nature, the practice of
storytelling and story sharing can meet this need and thus strengthen the communication of
sustainability practitioners.
This research showed that to this end, all the sustainability practitioners in the research
sample are intentionally using storytelling in their work. Yet none of the practitioners seemed
to use the whole spectrum of what we found is possible through storytelling practice in their
work. This led us to the conclusion that there is still room to enhance the current practices of
sustainability practitioners when it comes to the intentional and strategic practice of
storytelling in their work. Considering both opportunities and limitations of storytelling, we
conclude that there is both importance and opportunity to develop the practice of storytelling
when effectively communicating and working with a scientifically robust framework such as
the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development. By taking full advantage of the
strengths of the two approaches we see a great chance for strategic progress towards
sustainability.
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1 Introduction
1.1 The Earth and Humanity
Within the universe, with all its galaxies, stars and other planets, we find a planet known to
us as Planet Earth. The Earth forms a closed system, meaning it is open to energy from its
surroundings (such as solar energy), but not open to matter. From being an originally sterile
and hostile planet to life, around 4.5 billions years ago (Badash 1989), the Earth has
transformed radically to become a complex system that sustains biodiversity in a vast web of
interactions and feedback loops (UNEP 2007). It provides ecosystem services such as, clean
water, breathable air, fertile soil, pollination and stable climate (Senge et al. 2008), which are
crucial to sustain human life on earth (Cardinale et al. 2012). Emerging around 200,000 years
ago (Larick and Russell 1996), the history of the modern human (homo sapiens sapiens) is a
brief one in the earth’s time scale. In their early days humans were dependent on a huntergatherer culture, with a rather small impact on their surroundings and the ecosystems cycles
(Cairns 2002). However, unlike many other species, humans developed the capacity for
‘collective learning’. Through this capacity individually learned experiences become part of a
collective memory, leading to levels of technological creativity that no other species has
matched over time (Collins et al. 2013). The biggest impact on the life-quality of humans has
come with the onset of the industrial revolution. This social and technological revolution
brought about many benefits, including greater material prosperity, soaring literacy levels
(Senge et al. 2008), increased food availability, and major advances in medicine and human
life expectancy (Collins et al. 2013). “The industrial revolution did not simply change the
way we worked, it transformed the way we lived, the way we thought about ourselves, and
the way we viewed the world. Nothing like it had ever occurred before” (Senge et al. 2008,
15). But one thing has never changed in the relationship between society and the
environment. Just as we did at our origins, humanity today still fundamentally depend on the
Earth’s ecosystems services such as clean water, fresh air, and fertile soil in order to sustain
our life on this planet (Willard 2012).

1.2 The Sustainability Challenge
It is most likely that because of the successes of focusing on growth (Forrester 1971), that the
negative side effects impacting the Earth's’ social and environmental capacity were not paid
attention to (Senge et al. 2008; Renner 2015). Researchers have suggested that since the mid20th century (Steffen et al. 2015) we have entered a new epoch in human history, the
Anthropocene. This refers to a new geological era where human activities cause fundamental
shifts in the state and function of the Earth System (Rockström et al. 2009; Cook et al. 2013;
Collins et al. 2013; Steffen et al. 2015). Increasing greenhouse gas emissions caused by
human activities have resulted in a rapid rise in atmospheric concentrations of carbon
dioxide, methane and other gasses. Current atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide
have now passed 390ppm, the highest measured in modern history (IPCC 2014). This is
consequently leading to a warming of the average global climate, diminishing amounts of ice
and snow, rising sea levels, altering hydrological systems, and the shifting of geographical
ranges and activities of many terrestrial, freshwater and marine species (IPCC 2014; Auth
2015). Climate change, loss of biosphere integrity, bio-chemical flows (nitrogen and
phosphorus) and land-system change are four of nine planetary boundaries developed by the
Stockholm Resilience Center to define a safe operating space for humanity on earth, that
have already been transgressed due to human activity (Stockholm Resilience Center 2015).
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Resource related wars, climate change related droughts, mass starvation and migration, the
collapse of financial markets with subsequent unemployment, protectionism, the breakdown
of social services, the failure to provide adequate healthcare and large-scale poverty reveal an
ecological, financial-economic and social crises (Van Egmond 2011).
Alarmingly, society is increasing this pattern of behavior at a systematic rate with the effect
of degrading the resource-potential for our health and economy (Robèrt 2002). The more
society continues to stress the environmental and social systems over time, the less space
there is to solve the problems (Robèrt 2000). Since the limits of what the Earth can absorb
and restore are being exceeded, the transition towards a sustainable society must happen not
in centuries or generations but within years (Macy 2007).

1.3 Awareness and Action
A general awareness of this challenge and the negative impact of our actions on the Earth is
increasing steadily (Prugh 2015; Steffen et al. 2015), alongside society’s willingness to deal
with this situation (Robèrt 2000). The sustainability of organizations has become a growing
concern for consumers, business leaders and other stakeholders (Aguirre et al. 2012). The
debate about it is rich and has reached a matured state (Newig et al, 2013).
The Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change (IPCC), founded in 1988 by the World
Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP),
provides reports on a regular basis with an integrated view on climate change and formulated
response strategies that are compiled by hundreds of experts on all aspects of climate
change (IPCC 2015). Climate change has led to initiatives on the political level such as the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change with annual conferences of the
parties (COP’s) negotiating over global climate treaties (Renner 2015). However, despite the
current levels of awareness, the actions taken do not seem to be sufficient to ensure a
sustainable future (Crompton 2010; Godemann 2011; Robèrt et al. 2013; United Nations
2014; Steffen et al. 2015). There seems to be a disconnect - a gap - between knowledge and
action (Bohlin et al. 2013; Alves et al. 2014; United Nations 2014). Newig et al. (2012) argue
that in order to develop a mutual understanding of which actions to take it is crucial to have
an effective communication process between the various actors involved. Yet, the assumption
is that the communication about the sustainability challenge and the urgency to act is not
effective enough in order to lead to the level of changes needed in policy and behavior to
close the gap highlighted above (Crompton 2010).
Following this assumption, that the ways of communicating the sustainability challenge are
not effective enough, we decided to explore how effective communication can be practiced in
order to stimulate actions for sustainability.

1.4 Modes of Cognition
Our actions are shaped by mental models, which are deeply held assumptions formed through
experience, biology and culture that filter and define the scope of our thoughts, words and
actions (Butler 2008). The brain is a subsystem of our body that captures the build up of
habits in neural circuits, shaping our automatic responses (Eakes 2008). Jerome S. Bruner
(1986, 11), one of the founders of the Center of Cognitive Studies at Harvard, argues that
humans process knowledge through two distinct ways. “There are two modes of cognitive
functioning, two modes of thought, each providing a distinctive way of ordering experience
and constructing reality”.
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One mode of cognitive function is called the paradigmatic or logico-scientific mode.
According to Bruner (1986, 12) this mode “attempts to fulfill the ideal of a formal,
mathematical system of description and explanation”, it “deals in general with causes, and in
their establishment, making use of procedures to assure verifiable reference and to test for
empirical truth” (Bruner 1986, 13). Dahlstrom (2014, 13614) says that the communication of
scientific information “aims to provide abstract truths that remains valid across a specified
range of situations”. He states that the logico-scientific communication is context-free and
deals with facts, which stay relevant in different contexts (Dahlstrom 2014). This is
especially important considering that the sustainability challenge is characterized by high
complexity and uncertainty (Newig et al. 2013) and the success in dealing with it will require
unprecedented cooperation beyond cultural context that will challenge “social norms, habits
of thinking, deeply held beliefs, and values deemed sacred” (Norazayan 2011, 1041).
However, simply delivering the facts and the explanation of the sustainability challenge is
often ineffective (Barr 2003). Crompton (2010) supports this statement arguing that the
communication of facts is of limited value in influencing people’s judgment.
The second mode of cognition is the narrative mode. This mode is concerned with human
action, difference and diversity (Thomas 2012), with imagination, context, locating
experiences in time and place (Bruner 1986). When it comes to importance, it is not one or
the other, but both the logico-scientific and narrative mode that enhance humans rich
diversity of thought and our capacity to learn and experience the qualities of the world
(Bruner 1986; Barone and Eisner 1997). This is also emphasized in a report by Crompton
(2010, 18) stating that “of course, factual accuracy is an ethical (and practical) imperative.
Alone, however, the facts of a predicament are often ineffective in motivating public concern
and behavior commensurate with such a concern”.
After Bruner’s 1986 study was published, the narrative mode of cognition became more
known. Ever since, an extensive body of literature focusing on this mode of cognition has
been published, especially in field of management and organizational studies, where the use
of stories and narratives has become increasingly popular (Dawson 2013). In the following
paragraphs we will take a closer look into the topic of narrative and storytelling and how they
relate to the sustainability.

1.5 Storytelling
“Life happens in the narrative we tell one another” - (Monarth 2014)
“It seems people cannot talk without telling stories, at least some of the time. We all do it
every day. Some do it more and some do it less, but nobody never tells stories.”
- (Kurtz 2014, 3)
For as long as we have known, humans have used storytelling as means of expression, be that
through visual, oral or physical means (Monarth 2014). Storytelling helps people to make
sense of the complex realities we are part of (Dahlstrom and Ho 2012; Conner and Fischbach
2013; Kurtz 2014; Monarth 2014; Hutchens 2015).
In the literature the term ‘story’ holds many definitions (Kurtz 2014) and there does not seem
to be a general consensus on the distinct terms ‘story’ and ‘narrative’ in this field of research
(Boje 2006; Dahlstrom and Ho 2012; Rosile et al. 2013; Dawson et al. 2013; Kurtz 2014).
Because the definition of storytelling and story in academic research comprises of many
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different views (Boje 2006; Rosile et al. 2013) we therefore decided to adopt the following
two broad definitions of story and storytelling, that seemed sufficient for this research:
Story:
“A story is the recounting of events that conveys experiences, emotions, and perspectives”
(Kurtz 2014, 22).
Storytelling;
“Storytelling is the interactive art of using words and actions to reveal the elements and
images of a story while encouraging the listener’s imagination” (National Storytelling
Network 2015)
The term ‘narrative’ is in this thesis considered to be equivalent to the term ‘story’ and will
be used interchangeably throughout this paper.
1.5.1 Storytelling Application and Benefits
There are many ways to apply storytelling (Kurtz 2014; Hutchens 2015). Throughout our
literature research we came across several applications one can benefit from. Examples
include pattern finding, catching emerging trends, generating ideas, supporting decision
making (Zak 2014); stimulating imagination (Monarth 2014); working with shared narratives
for conflict resolution (Kahane 2007); stimulating learning processes (Kurtz 2014);
connecting people (Monarth 2014; Zak 2014) and creating a collaborative experience
(Gabriel and Connel 2010).
The importance of this way of communication and its many applications exist not by chance.
In the following section we will expand on some of the advantages and benefits of
storytelling mentioned by previous research.
The element of personification in narratives allows the audience a greater chance of
developing identification and empathy with the stories content, compared to the larger
aggregate (Dahlstrom 2014). Narratives are perceived as intrinsically persuasive (Dahlstrom
2014), easier to comprehend and more engaging than traditional logical-scientific
communication (Bruner 1986).
Stories are also associated with increased recall and shorter reading times (Zabrucky and
Moore 1999; Schank and Abelson 1995). Kurtz (2014) brings forward the social function
storytelling can play through creating emotional safety. By telling stories, people often reveal
things about their feelings or opinions, without exposing themselves to the same degree as
they would if they stated those feelings, beliefs and opinions directly (Kurtz 2014). From a
neurobiological perspective, Zak’s 2014 study builds on this by showing that characterdriven stories consistently cause an oxytocin synthesis in the brains of the
witnessing/listening audience. Oxytocin is a key signal saying that it is ‘safe to approach
other people’, consequently stimulating empathy (Zak 2014). Zak’s research concludes that if
a story is able to create tension, then it is likely that the viewers or listeners will come to
share the emotions of a character and continue to mimic the feelings and behaviors of a
character (Zak 2014).
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1.5.2 Storytelling Limitations
Beside the benefits of storytelling, what are the limitations one needs to be aware of? Kurtz
(2014) mentions that stories will not provide very specific answers; neither can you use them
for a scientific experiment or for testing hypotheses (Katz 2013). It is also important to
mention that because narratives are not subject to the same truth requirements as logicalscientific communication, they are not easily countered (Dahlstrom 2013). In fact, accepted
narratives are trusted so much that individuals rarely allow evidence to contradict the
narrative; evidence is altered to fit their narratives (McComas and Shanahan 1999).
Dahlstrom (2014) warns that narratives can perpetuate misinformation and inaccuracies about
science or about scientists themselves (Barriga et al. 2010). Building on this aspect, tradephilosopher-statistician Nassim Nicholas Taleb (2007) introduced the notion of a narrative
fallacy to explain “how flawed stories of the past shape our views of the world and
expectations of the future” (Kahneman 2013, 199). Narrative fallacy points at the tendency of
humans to summarize and simplify data, leading to over interpretation over raw truth (Taleb
2007). Daniel Kahneman (2013, 201) links the concept of narrative fallacy to the human
tendency to feel comfortable with ignoring what one does not know: “Our comforting
conviction that the world makes sense rests on a secure foundation: our almost unlimited
ability to ignore our ignorance”. This creates the tendency of telling stories with the
information available resulting in a paradox: “You build the best possible story from the
information available to you and if it is a good story you believe it. Paradoxically it is easier
to construct a coherent story when you know little, when there are fewer pieces to fit into the
puzzle” (Kahneman 2013, 201).
Having explored both the benefits and the limits to storytelling, especially when it comes to
the rational communication of science, we will take a closer look at how storytelling is
currently applied in the context of sustainability.

1.6 Storytelling and Sustainability
Though the use of stories and narratives has become increasingly popular in management and
organizational studies (Kreiswirth 1992; Kreiswirth 2000; Dawson et al. 2013), the literature
review has shown that little research has been published exploring storytelling in relation to
sustainability. Collins et al. (2013, 218) support the idea of using narratives for sustainability
saying: “finding a new set of myths and stories that reminds us frequently of our dependence
on planet Earth and our role as stewards is essential in this anthropocene epoch”. This idea is
being reflected in a newborn academic discipline, called the Big History Project, which
draws on the evolutionary story of the Earth with the purpose of setting a course to a
sustainable future (Wilson 1980; Rodrigue and Stasko, 2009; Collins et al 2013). Drawing
the link between storytelling and change for sustainability, Conner and Fishbach (2013)
mention that individual storytelling practice in an organization is essential because the
organizational culture is influenced by the individual acting as the representative of
sustainability goals. Since the science of sustainability routinely examines and deals with
processes and problems that are far removed from the human scale, such as concentrations
expressed in parts per billion, storytelling is deemed an especially relevant tool (Dahlstrom
2013). Storytelling can support audiences to understand the complexity of the sustainability
challenge by relating issues to some relevant aspect of experience from the human scale and
by mentally extrapolating past possible experience to understand a phenomenon. This
narrative understanding can then enable people to form perceptions upon which they can base
their decisions (Dahlstrom 2013). This is also applicable for problems that Crompton (2010)
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defines as bigger-than-self problems - problems in which people don’t have a direct selfinterest to solve them.
While being aware of the limits and critiques, storytelling should not be disregarded when
communicating science to a non-expert audience (Dahlstrom 2014). Dahlstrom and Ho
(2012) argue that even with the ethical concerns and normative expectations raised by the
scientific community when it comes to the use of storytelling in combination with science, it
would be also unethical to not use storytelling since other communicators, who might not be
experts on an issue, are likely to use it for their purposes anyway. In order to find out how
storytelling and the communication of sustainability are related and applied in practice, we
will now take a closer look at the work of sustainability practitioners.

1.7 Sustainability Practitioners
Making a link back to the importance of combining scientific and rational elements, together
with elements of narratives and storytelling in order to achieve effective communication for
sustainability, the profession of the sustainability practitioner combines both a need for an in
depth understanding of the topic of sustainability along with a need for communication and
education to an non-expert audience.
The field of sustainability practitioners is relatively young as the term sustainable
development was only mentioned first in 1987 (Brundtland 1987). There seems to be no clear
and common definition of what the role of a sustainability consultant/practitioner comprises.
The following aspects named by two leading consultancy companies offer a sketch of the
field of practice and the professional role of a sustainability consultant/practitioner.
The work of a sustainability consultant/practitioner is to support private and public sector
clients in managing the challenges and opportunities created by growing pressure on resource
systems and increasing environmental risk (McKinsey & Company 2015). This includes
helping the client to face regulatory requirements and the need to meet stakeholder
expectations, as well as respond to the opportunities presented for cost reduction and revenue
generation. This process is considered to bring about fundamental and complex
transformation for many organizations. The goal is to embed sustainability into core business
activities in order to both achieve short-term objectives and create long-term shareholder
value (EY - Building a better working world 2015).
One of the pioneers in the field of sustainability consulting is a non-profit organization called
The Natural Step (TNS). TNS was founded in 1989 to apply and further develop a strategic
scientific framework called the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (referred
further in the text as FSSD). Since 1989 the FSSD has been used by practitioners with over a
thousand organizations to navigate their transition towards sustainability (The Natural Step
2015).
This research focuses on sustainability consultants/practitioners that work with the FSSD
(referred further in the text as the FSSD practitioners). FSSD practitioners include TNS staff
as well as its global network of associates, who use or have used the Framework
professionally to move organizations towards sustainability.
This choice was made for several reasons. First, the FSSD is based on a robust scientific
foundation and “offers a systemic approach to strategic thinking and a method for crafting
pathways to long-term success that enables actors to tackle challenges previously thought
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unmanageable” (The Natural Step 2015). Second, during the 25 years of its existence, FSSD
practitioners have built extensive experience applying and communicating the FSSD all over
the world with a wide range of clients, including private businesses, non-profits, transition
labs, municipalities, state departments, and educational institutions.

1.8 The Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development (FSSD)
The following section will explain the core concepts within the FSSD in order to set the basic
understanding, for the proceeding sections of the paper.
The Story
In the 1980’s a Swedish doctor and cancer scientist, Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt had an idea
while examining the cells of one of his patients. Based on the growing understanding of the
requirements for healthy cells he decided to build a scientific consensus on the system
conditions necessary for human life to continue on Earth. He drafted the first version of a
“consensus document” and sent it to over 50 scientists from different disciplines. After
twenty-one drafts, a consensus was reached about the principles needed to sustain human life
on earth. Out of this scientific consensus document a strategic planning method evolved
called the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) (Robèrt 2002). The
FSSD is build out of a few core concepts, (referred further in the text as SSD core concepts),
which are as follows.
The Funnel Metaphor
The Framework uses a Funnel metaphor to introduce the global sustainability challenge
(figure 1.1.). The closing walls of the funnel represent the systematic degradation of socioecological systems on which humans depend (water, clean air, etc.) (Robèrt 2000). Hitting
the walls of the funnel refers to being confronted by a scarcity or failing services on which
humans depend, an example in an organizational context might be increasing costs for
resources or in a socio-ecological context the effects of pollution on the quality of life and
health.

Figure 1.1. The Funnel Metaphor (The Natural Step 2008)
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Definition of Sustainability
Based on a robust scientific knowledge a principle based definition of a sustainable society
was developed (Robèrt 2000). It consists of eight sustainability principles (SPs), three
environmental and five social, which are as follows:
In a sustainable society nature is not subject to systematically increasing...
1. ...concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust;
2. ...concentrations of substances produced by society;
3. ...degradation by physical means (Ny et al. 2006, 64; Robèrt 2000).
In a sustainable society, people are not subject to systematic barriers to...
4. ... personal integrity;
5. ... influence;
6. ... competence;
7. ... impartiality;
8. ... meaning (Missimer 2013, 34).
A Strategic Approach towards Sustainability
The FSSD provides a definition of sustainability, grounded in a robust scientific
understanding of the complex socio-ecological system, that can provide a shared base from
which to work for those using the FSSD (Ny et al. 2006). An important aspect of the FSSD is
the concept of system thinking. As the name implies, systems thinking deals with the idea
that all components of a system and their interaction have to be considered (The Natural Step
2015).
Another approach, which is central to the FSSD is the concept of backcasting (Ny et al. 2006;
Robèrt 2000). Backcasting from principles allows for a strategic step-wise approach to
achieve the desired sustainable future (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). Within the context of the
FSSD, backcasting implies that a strategic plan should be developed based on a shared vision
of success as its starting point and that this vision is aligned with the sustainability principles.
The FSSD is also structured in a Five Level Framework which supports the organization of
information and thoughts. (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006, 63). The five levels
are presented in the table below:
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Table 1.1. The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
Level

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD)

1. System

The overall principles of functioning of the system, e.g. the global socioecological system

2. Success

A basic definition of success within the system, informed by eight
sustainability principles

3. Strategic
Guidelines

Strategic guidelines to comply with the definition of success, an approach
called backcasting. Three prioritization questions are being applied asking,
does the action:
- lead us in the right direction (of success)?
- form a flexible platform?
- ensure a return on investment?

4. Actions

This includes every concrete step in the transition towards sustainability

5. Tools

The tools that support the actions towards sustainability. This includes
systematic monitoring actions to ensure that they are strategic to arrive at
success in the system

The ABCD Strategic Planning Process (ABCD process)
The application of the FSSD in practice is supported by a four-step strategic planning process
called ABCD. This process is based on backcasting from sustainability principles. It is
generic and can be used in different organizations and context (Ny et al. 2006).
Robèrt (2000) and Ny et al. (2006) describe this process as the following: the “A-step”
focuses on creating a shared mental model based on the FSSD, understanding the
sustainability challenge within the socio-ecological system and defining a vision of success
that is informed by sustainability principles. The “B-step” examines the current reality of the
system that the actor operates within regarding sustainability. The sustainability principles
are used as a lens for the assessment and both violations and compliance with the principles
are identified. In the “C-step” solutions are generated to close the gap between the envisioned
future and the current reality through a brainstorming process. The list of the generated
compelling actions is strategically prioritized in the “D-step” of the process. A strategic plan
is created to move the organization in the direction of the envisioned sustainable future.
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Figure 1.2. The ABCD Strategic Planning Process (The Natural Step 2008)

1.9 Purpose and Research Questions
The overarching interest to conduct the current research derives from exploratory work
listening to FSSD practitioners sharing their experiences from the field and additionally
conducting a literature review about the topic of narrative based communication. The wish to
explore what the role of storytelling could be in providing an engaging practice of
communication for sustainability lead us to the following purpose of our research.
1.9.1 Purpose
On a broader level, the purpose of this study is to contribute bridging the gap between
scientific knowledge about the sustainability challenge and the comparably little action taken
in transition towards a sustainable future. Derived from the above, the core-purpose is to
investigate the strengths and limitations of storytelling and explore how it could strengthen
the work of sustainability practitioners when communicating concepts like the FSSD and the
science behind it.
Consequently, the audience chosen for this research are sustainability practitioners from the
organization TNS, graduates of the Master’s in Strategic Leadership toward Sustainability
programme at Blekinge Institute of Technology (BTH) in Karlskrona, Sweden and all other
practitioners trying to communicate scientific concepts for sustainability.
1.9.2 Research Questions
In order to reach this purpose the following primary research question was formulated:
How can storytelling support sustainability practitioners in the process of
communicating scientific concepts, using the example of the Framework for Strategic
Sustainable Development?
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Secondary research questions are:
i.
How are sustainability practitioners currently communicating the FSSD/ABCD and
the science behind it?
ii.
What are the benefits and limitations of using storytelling for sustainability
communication?

1.10 Scope and Limitations
The scope of our research is centered on the practice of storytelling in the context of
sustainability communication. More specifically we focus on the perceptions of FSSD
practitioners interaction with an audience in a workshop setting. The present study addresses
neither the perceptions of the audience, nor the performance aspect of storytelling.
We recognize that the researchers in the field of storytelling use different terms and have
different opinions around the methods for conducting storytelling research (Rosile et al.
2013; Boje 2006). These suggested methods of research have not been applied in this study.
We also recognize that the intentional application of storytelling explored in this thesis, does
not promise a stronger communication for sustainability, nor a successful outcome.
Lastly to be mentioned is the experience of the researchers. Prior this study, the researchers
did not have any previous experience with analyzing stories, neither have they been
practicing active storytelling in their careers.
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2 Methods
2.1Research Design
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communication and narratives in relation to sustainability (see Appendix B). Through this we
identified 40 peer-reviewed articles as interesting for the study. Based on the relevance for
the research question 23 articles were reviewed more closely. Throughout the research
additional books and peer-reviewed articles were studied and subsequently included in the
literature review as new questions and topics emerged that needed clarification.

2.3 Interview Round 1
The first interview round included 8 interviews with FSSD practitioners (see Appendix A).
All interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner. Each interview took around 60
minutes and was conducted via Skype.
Sample Selection
The FSSD practitioners were approached through The Natural Step community, the MSLS
alumni network and contacts provided by interviewees themselves. The selection criteria
were based on the interviewee’s work experience with the FSSD in a professional context. In
total 18 invitations were sent via email to FSSD practitioners. Beside FSSD practitioners, we
also invited storytelling practitioners that we met during an Art of Hosting training that took
place in March 2015 in Karlskrona, Sweden, to participate in an interview. Criteria for
selecting the storytelling practitioners were their current practices of storytelling in their
profession. Four invitations for an interview were sent to storytelling practitioners and
interviews were conducted with two of them. Due to time limitations we could not expand
the number of interviews with storytelling practitioners.
Interview Design and Survey
To enhance comparability and reliability of the data we designed an interview question sheet
for the two sample groups, the FSSD practitioners and storyteller practitioners. The questions
for the interviews were based on the literature review and exploratory interviews (see
Appendix C). Two test interviews were conducted to improve the interview questions and to
practice our interview skills. The test interviews were not included in the results of the
study.
Interviews with FSSD practitioners inquired about the following areas:




If and how the practitioner was using storytelling to communicate the FSSD and the
science behind it;
What the practitioner perceived as best and worst way to tell a story in this context;
How they personally experience the practice of storytelling.

Interviews with storytelling practitioners focused on the following elements:





Personal practice of storytelling;
When to apply storytelling and when not to apply it;
How to use storytelling in order to connect with the audience and move them from
knowledge to action;
Experience in combining stories with scientific information was also inquired.
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All three researchers were present during all interviews and a rotation of roles was applied
for each interview: primary interviewer, supporting interviewer and graphic recorder. All
interviews were audio recorded with the permission of the participant.
A pre-interview survey asked each participant to capture more about his or her background
such as years of experience, occupation and type of audience with which the interviewee had
worked with (see Appendix A). The survey served as input for the interview. In total 8
participants completed the survey.
Transcription
The 3 exploratory interviews and 13 semi-structured interviews were transcribed verbatim. In
total the research gathered 204 pages of transcripts. Each transcript was sent to the respective
interviewee for a validation check. In total two documents were revised and sent back.

2.4 Interim Analysis
To inquire what the research field was revealing and if the research question or interview
questions need to be adapted an interim analysis was conducted to identify the main themes
and codes that had appeared in the interviews so far. At the early stage of the research, a
collection of video recordings of existing e-course material, lectures, and ideas for story
design were considered. However after the first round of interviews, the research question
was revised and the two data collection methods were obsolete for the further analysis.

2.5 Interview Round 2
The second round of interviews was conducted with 5 new interviewees. Each interview took
around 60 minutes and was conducted via Skype. The interviewees were selected from the
same sample and by the same method as the first round. The pre-survey and the transcription
process were conducted in a manner identical to the first round. In addition, after the interim
analysis, we decided to add a few questions to the interview design that could reveal how
sustainability practitioners apply storytelling in the ABCD process.

2.6 Data Analysis
The data analysis was conducted in two phases. First, a broader analysis with the whole data
and second, a more detailed analysis with a narrowed focus to comprise the results of the
research.
Data Analysis Phase 1 - Cutting and Identifying Codes
As a first step in this process, we highlighted sentences or paragraphs in the transcriptions
that captured the essence of what the sustainability practitioners shared. These were cut out
and placed into an excel overview for further analysis. The 8 interviews, considered in the
interim analysis process were divided between the three researchers. To ensure validity and
consistency due to our individual biases, a four-eyes principle was applied to three of the 8
coded interviews, meaning that a second team member checked each of the three coded
interviews looking for possible differences in understanding and procedure.
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In a joint session we identified 45 codes from the first cuts and wrote each code onto a postit. All the post-its were clustered and 10 overarching themes were identified. The themes
were: Art of Hosting; Process design; From me to we; Stories; Tools; Science and FSSD;
Practitioner Capacity; Challenges; Transformation; Context. A definition for each code was
jointly written and agreed upon (see Appendix D). While coding the transcripts it appeared
that in some cases more than one label and theme was appointed to a cut piece of text.
Throughout the research all 13 interview transcripts were cut and coded and respective data
was placed in an excel file for further analysis.
Data Analysis Phase 2 - Comprising Research Results
For the further analysis a two-step approach was chosen:
1. Firstly, we chose to scope the focus of the analysis by prioritizing cuttings from 5
themes and 3 additional codes. This scope was applied to have a clear connection
with the research question. The selected themes and codes were as follows:
Challenges; Science and FSSD; Context; Stories; Transformation; Listening; Story
awareness; Storyfinder.
2. In the second phase, the data of the previous step was analyzed by applying specific
searches within the full compilation of cuttings. We asked the following questions
when going through the data gathered from the FSSD practitioners:
a. What challenges do the practitioners perceive when presenting the FSSD?
b. How do FSSD practitioners apply storytelling?
c. What are the benefits and limitations of storytelling mentioned by the FSSD
practitioners?
For the storytelling practitioners;
d.
e.
f.

How do storytelling practitioners define storytelling?
What are the benefits and limitations of storytelling?
What are helpful elements and barriers to storytelling?

For each of these questions we selected codes and identified patterns that are described in the
results and the discussion section of this paper.

2.7 Validity
Researchers Bias. It is important for the research team to address the topic of validity, as
qualitative research is based on the subjective interpretations of the data by the researchers
themselves. This requires the researchers to be aware of the personal theories, beliefs and
perceptual lens each author caries throughout the study (Maxwell, 2013). Although the three
of us come from different countries and professional backgrounds (Bulgaria, Germany and
The Netherlands), providing diverse perspectives, it must be recognized that this research
was conducted from a primarily Western cultural perspective, as all three have lived a
majority of their lives in North-Western Europe. To become aware of our assumptions in the
early stage of the study, we clarified the different expectations and assumptions within the
group through a dialogue of which the outcome was mapped out visually. The research
process had a highly collaborative character and all elements of the report were discussed and
reviewed by the whole team on a regular basis. Furthermore, starting with a preference for
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storytelling, extra attention was given to inquire into the limitations of storytelling both in the
literature review and in the interviews.
Methods of data collection. To strengthen validity of the literature review we predominantly
used peer-reviewed articles. Searches were conducted in a systematic manner and
documented in an excel file. A rich set of data was collected through recording each
interview and verbatim transcripts, providing a full and revealing picture of what is going on
(Becker 1970). The interviewees represented a diverse range of individuals coming, among
others, from the U.S, Canada, Zimbabwe, U.K., Sweden and Switzerland (see Appendix A).
While most interviewees were part of the organization TNS, they represented a diverse range
of functions from founder, board member, associates or FSSD practitioners outside of TNS,
and thus provided the study with different perspectives from the FSSD field of practice.
During the interviews we choose to not mention the word ‘story’ or ‘storytelling’ up until it
was mentioned by the participants themselves. Through this approach of asking open-ended
questions we tried to stay as open as possible to the interviewees perceptions and not bias the
interview in favor of storytelling.
Respondent validation. To rule out misinterpretation of what people said during the interview
each transcript was sent to the respective interviewee for a validation check.
Coding analysis. Coding is a subjective process, it is important to recognize that no standard
coding scheme was applied. This limitation was mitigated by clearly defining the codes prior
the coding process (see Appendix D).
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3 Results
This section presents the results found by interviewing sustainability and storytelling
practitioners. The findings are structured in the following way:

3.1. Challenges in Communicating the FSSD
Research Question:
How can storytelling support sustainability practitioners in the process of
communicating scientific concepts,
using the example of the FSSD?
Storytelling
3.2. I nsights Storytelling Practitioners
3.3. I nsights Sustainability Practitioners
3.4. Storytelling and the FSSD in Practice
3.4.1. Overall Application
3.4.2. Application in the ABCD Process
A
Creating shared
mental models based
on the FSSD

Understanding the
socio-ecological
context

B
Creating a shared
vision of success

Assessment of the
current reality

C

D

Prioritization and
Brainstorming a long
creation of strategic
list of actions
action plan

Figure 3.1. Structure Results

The interviewees are listed in Appendix A. The citations in the following text include only
the surname of the interviewee without a date as all were interviewed in 2015.

3.1 Challenges in Communicating the FSSD
The sustainability practitioners shared what communication challenges they come across in
their working context. One of the challenges mentioned was how to engage the audience in
such a way that they will start applying the FSSD after the workshop (Connell; Robèrt).
“It means absolutely nothing unless they begin doing it themselves. So this is the
challenge, how can you prepare the lecture as such that there will be a continuation
after you have said goodbye to them?” (Robèrt)
Another challenge in this context arises when working with an audience that did not choose
to attend by themselves.
“Not everyone you teach is there by choice. Sometimes an organization has decided
to send people to the training. In that instance, some of the people in the room don’t
actually want to be there, and they may not actually want to change, and it all comes
back to willingness to change.” (Meisterheim)
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Connected to the audience and to the process itself practitioners mentioned the element of
self-interest in the audience (Nyoni), the challenge of convincing an audience with the
business case for sustainability (Connell) and the limited amount of time in order to cover all
the technical elements of the FSSD (Horton; Leung; Nyoni).
“It’s about getting people to dedicate the time. Many clients I worked with are just
not ready to dedicate the time that's needed [...].” (Horton)
Scientific language was seen as a big challenge by a number of practitioners in that it can be
a barrier to reach an audience (Hawke; Connell; Nyoni; Leung; Rennie; Meisterheim).
“Teaching the science in a way that doesn’t overwhelm people with academic
language […].” (Meisterheim)
“When we started The Natural Step we used to think that if we just told people the
science and the system conditions that people would get it and we would change
behaviors, and it didn’t work. [...] we came to realize that it was more the social
process we led them through that created the change […]” (Hawke)
Some of the practitioners mentioned that it can be challenging to work with an audience that
is scientifically illiterate (Leung; Rennie). The other extreme case is when working with an
expert audience that wants to go through each element of the framework in depth and
questions its scientific validity (Purkis; Rennie).
Dealing with linguistic barriers, cultural norms (Connell; Nyoni), and being aware of
different worldviews (Connell) in the audience was also named as challenging.
“I went to this meeting and I did what I normally do, asked questions, run a few
ABCD exercises. In the middle of all this I realized, wow, Even though these were
Swedish people, who actually do speak good English, the kind of English I was using
was not working for them” (Nyoni)
The challenges mentioned in this section are likely to be representative for other
sustainability practitioners trying to communicate scientific concepts such as the FSSD
(Leung).
“It seems like we are dealing with very similar challenges in terms of communication.
A lot is transferrable, but of course the business realities are different [...], so how
you communicate can be a bit different, but the general challenges are the same.”
(Leung)
Next we look closer at storytelling through the lens of the research question: How can
storytelling support sustainability practitioners in the communication of scientific concepts,
using the example of the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development? Including
perspectives of both samples, storytelling and sustainability practitioners.

3.2 Insights Storytelling Practitioners
Storytelling can be seen as more than an one-way process, from the ‘teller’ to the
‘receiver(s)’. Instead one can see it as the beginning of a conversation and as a container of
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wisdom (Arthur; Hutchens) and it reveals itself through the energetic difference among the
people in a room (Arthur).
“[...] The story is never the end of a conversation, a story is always a beginning of a
conversation. So after the story is told you have to host that conversation, what did
you hear in that story? What does that mean? What does the story tell us about
ourselves? What does this story tell us about a project? What is the wisdom in that
story?” (Hutchens)
“[...] There was this magic feeling in the room, this kind of real depth, [those] people
were really leaning in and listening and then, when we came back together, you
know, that kind of silence that you can really feel. We can sit in silence with each
other because something has gone deeper.” (Arthur)
Both storytelling practitioners stated that each person is a storyteller, that stories reveal
societal paradigms (Arthur; Hutchens) and that a story itself is more than a tool
(Arthur). Further on, one can consider different roles in the process such as a ‘teller’, a
‘listener’ and a ‘witness’ (Arthur).
“Any individual, any group, any region, any country in the world - we live in a story
and that means we can change it.” (Arthur)
“I saw the power of the witness and the listener. The type of listening you bring in a
situation can transform the story that is happening.” (Arthur)
“When story becomes more popular then everybody wants to use it as a tool [...]. If
you begin using something only as a tool, then you try using it on everything and
there is not a consciousness in it or a practitioner-ness about it.” (Arthur)
Although there is no agreed definition for a story, the classic shape of a story includes the
following aspects: (i) speaking to who the characters are (these do not have to be persons);
(ii) a challenge or a problem and (iii) closing with a resolution, which does not per se mean
that the story is finished (Arthur).
Both practitioners agreed that a story should be used ethically, respectfully and not with the
purpose to manipulate an audience (Arthur; Hutchens).
3.2.1 Benefits and Limitations of Storytelling
Several advantages of storytelling were mentioned during the interviews. Both storytelling
practitioners pointed out that stories are there to share information, to reveal our thinking, to
help us remember and to bring insights into next steps (Arthur; Hutchens).
“Story is an easy way for me to remember things, and for a lot of people to remember
things, this is the way we are coded.” (Arthur)
“[...] Even a poorly told story, has the power to stick, because that is how the mind
stores and makes sense of knowledge and information.” (Hutchens)
“[...] If we listen to each other carefully, and make sense and meaning of our stories,
than we know what the next conversation is that we need to have.” (Arthur)
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Another benefit included generating an emotional connection between the teller and the
listener (Arthur; Hutchens).
“[...] There is a transaction that happens between the teller and the listener, one
theory calls it neural coupling, where, if I told you a story and if you scanned my
brain, when you scanned your brain than we would see our brains both lid up, almost
in exactly the same ways. So that the experience I’m telling in the story, it’s like you
are experiencing it.” (Hutchens)
To build on this connection, storytelling supports team bonding, “[...] And that
enabled the kick start of much more bonding in the community and much more
sharing of information once people have met each other and shared stories.” (Arthur)
In contrast to its benefits, a limitation that was indicated was that stories can also lead to
polarization (Hutchens). When speaking about climate change Hutchens shared:
“The reason there is inaction is also because of storytelling right. So in climate
change you have different groups telling different stories, and those stories become
very compelling and you know there are stories that don’t work together, there are
opposite stories. [...] We are getting into the dark side of storytelling because once
you tell a story and that story starts defining how you see the world now it affects
which data I select about the world.” (Hutchens)
3.2.2 Storytelling in Practice
Both interviewees shared that there are many tools such as exercises, image prompts,
brainstorming sheets and games that can be used to trigger the stories of an audience (Arthur;
Hutchens). One of the practitioners stated that it is vital that someone in the organization
creates time for sharing stories.
“So really the first step to [...] to answer your question how does this happen in
organizations? Someone needs to say ‘we are going to stop and I have set aside an
hour and I want us to share some stories with one another.” (Hutchens)
It was also indicated that you need to build the personal credibility of a storyteller in front of
the audience, as Arthur mentioned:
“As a storyteller, it is also understanding what is the credibility that you need to set
up so that the audience believes you have credibility to tell this story. Why am I
telling a story? Because I am this, or I have done that, or we are working on this, or
we are doing a research on that, you know it is like: ‘who are you to be telling us.”
(Arthur)
Thirdly, both practitioners emphasized that powerful questions are an important element to
unleash storytelling.
“Your brain knows all your stories but until you have a way to find them, you don’t
know where they are. So that’s why a powerful question is really important, because
context helps you find stories.” (Arthur)
They also mentioned that the quality of the question determines the quality of the story.
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“Because stories are so sensitive, how you ask the question, affects whether you will
get a story, and then what kind of story you will get.” (Hutchens)
When asked to mention some of the barriers to practicing storytelling, one of the
interviewees shared that this can be caused by the general assumption that storytelling does
not go together with facts and that in the process of telling a story the nuances of the data can
be lost (Hutchens). One way to overcome this barrier is to realize that:
“[...] When you tell a metaphor or a story, you are not showing all the data. And I
think the first step for scientist is to make peace with that.” (Hutchens)
Another perceived barrier relates to the concept of time, Hutchens mentioned,
“I think people are afraid of stories because it is soft and it has emotion and you
know, all those things that are hard to quantify and measure, they scare people who
are trying to drive towards actions.” (Hutchens)
Lastly, when an organizational culture does not accept talking about mistakes, some of these
stories are likely to be overseen.
“Nobody wanted to tell the story about how they made mistakes, because in
organizations people feel like they have to be smart and [...] I am getting paid all this
money I shouldn’t talk about my mistakes, alright. But this is the heart of innovation.”
(Hutchens)

3.3 Insights Sustainability Practitioners
This part looks at overarching aspects of storytelling mentioned by the sustainability
practitioners.
Several of the practitioners emphasized the importance of working with the potential of the
collective in their work (Hawke; Horton; Goldsmith; Nyoni; Rennie)
“Create a flow that helps people move not only singly but as a group and there is
huge power to that [...].” (Rennie)
When asked how sustainability practitioners communicate with their audience during a
workshop or presentation, the interviews revealed that all of them use different types of
stories in the process. The types of stories used were ranging from personal stories, stories
from others (second-hand stories, case studies), stories from the audience, to creating a
shared narrative (Hawke; Dyer; Horton; Nyoni; Meisterheim).
“I find that stories are helpful throughout a workshop and I will use at least 20
different stories throughout a one day or a two day training session.” (Purkis)
Even though all the FSSD practitioners interviewed stated that they use storytelling, many of
them indicated that they do not plan which story to tell in advance as the stories come in the
moment (Meisterheim; Leung; Nyoni; Purkis; Rennie).
“I rarely prepare my stories; they often occur to me in the moment and I realize 'this
story might help you to see something more clearly’. Sometimes stories come up that I
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had forgotten about until the memory is triggered by whatever that was happening in
the room. So I haven’t always put a lot of intention behind preparing stories to tell or
planning when I'm going to tell a certain story.” (Meisterheim)
“What I have is a highly responsive storyfinder in my brain which, when I am in front
of an audience, it is sending these ‘ah, here is the story that we need’ and it comes up
with it, as a way to illustrate and to make a notion that I am trying to explain more
complete.” (Rennie)
A number of the interviewees stated that they are not systematically writing down the stories
they tell, the main reason for this is the absence of time (Horton; Purkis; Nyoni; Leung).
However, some of practitioners mentioned that they did capture stories in presentations, case
studies or other sources (Horton; Purkis; Connell; Leung). One of the interviewees developed
an extensive personal collection of stories and metaphors over time and uses it very
intentionally (Robèrt).
Practitioners emphasized that the storytelling capacity is to be developed over time through
practice (Meisterheim; Nyoni; Leung; Purkis).
“They [stories] are in your head or they are not. As a facilitator it is something you
have to build up over time and it is only through practice and knowing when to use
them that they are helpful. I share stories to help people understand key points and to
help clarify when people say ‘I really don’t get what you are saying’. For me
practicing story telling through trial and error, and using stories that I have a person
connection with e.g. from having worked in the municipal sector for a long time, was
very helpful. It is now relatively easy for me to share a story to get across a key
point.” (Purkis)
In addition a few of the interviewees pointed to the importance of developing an ability to
recognize and capture stories as an awareness capacity (Meisterheim; Leung; Purkis;
Rennie).
Challenges when using Storytelling
The effectiveness of storytelling depends on the tone of language and on choosing a story
that serves the client in his/her situation. If this is not taken into consideration, it can cause
problems during the process (Purkis; Meisterheim).
“I think there’s a line between when stories are effective or not. Is the story serving
your ego or is it serving the client?” (Meisterheim)
Another aspect limiting the effectiveness of storytelling is overloading a story with details, as
mentioned by one interviewee.
“I guess the only time I had the sense of storytelling being less effective is when the
person telling the story brings in so much detail, that you lose the point. They talk on
and on and on and then you get lost and can’t remember what track you were on
anyway.” (Meisterheim)
Stories that were not experienced by the person telling them are often perceived less
authentic, credible and compelling, and therefore less effective (Leung; Nyoni; Meisterheim;
Connell; Rennie).
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“I'll use second-hand stories while holding an awareness that I don’t actually know if
it's true [...] I think you have to decide to what extent you are going to use other
people’s stories, and it’s probably good to check-in and make sure that the story you
are telling is true.” (Meisterheim)
“Worst case scenario is like a canned story that you put onto people.” (Rennie)
“[...] When trying to tell someone else’s story it is their story and it is difficult to tell
that story to the same level of credibility and compellingness.” (Leung)

3.4 Storytelling and the FSSD in Practice
This part looks at the application of storytelling in the work of the sustainability practitioners.
It shows examples of the overall application, as well as how storytelling can be used in the
particular steps of the ABCD process.
3.4.1 Overall Application
In the interviews all the FSSD practitioners spoke to different conditions and examples,
supporting a successful communication of the FSSD. Those can apply throughout the whole
ABCD process.
The practitioners shared that storytelling was used to connect with the audience through
building trusting relationships (safe space), engaging people and making the material
personal for them (Dyer; Hawke; Horton; Nyoni; Purkis; Rennie; Goldsmith).
“How do you prepare a person to receive a message that you want to communicate to
them? It is not manipulation, it is timing, it is basically creating a fertile ground for
them to accept the next step.” (Nyoni)
“You have got to connect the personal, the internal to the external, you got to make
sustainability not just a thing [...] I see storytelling providing those relationships.”
(Goldsmith)
“I need them to make that mental shift and practice, that comes through the
emotional shift, which says, this is something that has had enormous value for me and
that I want to be able to extend into the future, for people I know and love and care
for. That has that kind of emotional draw for them.” (Rennie)
“Storytelling, appreciative inquiry. All the things that really enable people to connect
to themselves, to groups and to the notion of joined positive action.” (Rennie)
The interviewees mentioned the importance of inviting authenticity and a social process to
create the conditions for change (Dyer; Horton).
“[...] it does kind of soften things, and makes it more human early on in the process. I
can let my humor come through as well. You've got to let yourself show up as a
person so people will be able to connect with you.” (Horton)
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“Coming together to talk about the science is the catalyst for the social process and
the social process of coming together to create a shared vision and shared purpose,
that is the real magic. It’s not the science. You need the science, but I think we have
tended to give it to much weight, it’s really about creating the conditions for change.”
(Hawke)
In addition storytelling can be used to inspire, intrigue and give a proof of possibility as well
as opening up new possibilities (Horton; Meisterheim; Purkis; Rennie),
“Stories can help to break through a place where somebody or multiple people are
feeling stuck [...] It suddenly opens up possibilities and opening up possibilities is one
of the powerful things that stories can do. The other thing that story can usefully do is
shut down dead ends [...].” (Rennie)
Through anecdotes and case studies practitioners share how the FSSD has been successfully
applied elsewhere (Connell; Goldsmith; Purkis; Meisterheim; Robèrt) building excitement
and curiosity (Purkis).
“It is much more exciting to hear a really good story explaining how the FSSD has
helped someone and how they have used it and then go through and explain and
unpack the theory behind the FSSD [...] So they want more and they are asking for
more, and then you can start and peeling back the layers of the FSSD.” (Purkis)
One of the interviewees mentioned that storytelling can also be used to address questions
from the audience.
“Having a wide range of stories with metaphors and examples to back-up your
presentation allows address and respect challenging voices without interrupting the
flow of the session. An example could be a person reacting negatively to a metaphor
you have done, by seeing a weak side in it. For instance that “the funnel gives an
impression of stiffness, whereas in reality a lobbyist may create a “bubble” in the
wall, making politicians and policies allow a continuation of some practices that are
inherently un-sustainable. If your repertoire is then big enough, you can immediately
fill in with a completion of your metaphor and this person then feels seen, listened to
and you don’t interrupt the flow and you add another element to it. In this example
you could say: “Yes, you are absolutely right. In another ABCD session, a participant
came up with the idea that the funnel-wall is in fact not produced by steel, but the
non-elastic fabric Kevlar. You can create your bubble, but it will further increase the
constraints elsewhere in the funnel (since the Kevlar doesn’t give), at the expense of
other people e.g. the poor, and you can still only postpone the consequences for
yourself for a limited time period). This is why storytelling with good metaphors and
examples can enrich your experience all the time. So rather than saying that the
funnel backfired with this man, or this woman, it gives you an opportunity to meet
that problem that is addressed to you […] adding another explanation and perhaps
another story while increasing your own understanding of what you teach.” (Robèrt)
3.4.2 Application in the ABCD Process
To present the findings of the FSSD practitioners we chose the lens of the ABCD process.
The process represents a common language used by the FSSD practitioners when applying
the FSSD. Although it is presented in a linear manner, some interviews revealed that the
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different steps of the ABCD process are being applied in a tailored made way, depending on
the audience they work with (Goldsmith; Horton).
The A-Step
The A-step focuses on creating a shared mental model based on the FSSD, understanding the
sustainability challenge within the socio-ecological system and defining a vision of success
that is informed by sustainability principles.
 Creating a shared mental model based on the FSSD
In order to create a shared mental model with the audience, the interviews show that some of
the practitioners are conscious of choosing a language that suits the audience they work with
(Dyer; Purkis; Connell; Meisterheim). To achieve this they research the background of an
audience prior to working with them.
“They come from different behavioral patterns so try to read into different cultures
and try to pick up nuances of language when you are working with people.” (Connell)
Two practitioners stated the application of storytelling is about listening and anticipating to
the stories of the audience and integrating their language with the FSSD and using your own
stories, cases and metaphors, that illustrate the benefits of the framework (Dyer; Purkis).
“[...] in terms of how do you understand the audience [...], the very first step in trying
to influence anybody is spending a lot of time listening to them [...] You listen, and
then you tell them what they told you with the bits that you want them to hear, so that
they understand that you see them for who they are and that you meet them where
they stand.” (Dyer)
“I think for me the way that I talk about the FSSD, I tend to go back especially at the
early stages of unpacking the FSSD, I tend to fall back on stories. You know, some
personal stories, examples of how I have used it, examples from other municipalities
and the benefits that it has brought to participants.” (Purkis)
When the language does not suit an audience a story can backfire (Purkis).
“I think other places where stories can backfire is if the language you use to explain
them is not tuned for your audience, for example, you might have an audience of
finance managers or those who are dealing more with financial recourses. Their
decision making is really based on price, how much money things will cost and they
don’t necessarily look at the other benefits. As such I will share stories that describes
the value and cost benefits of an initiative.” (Purkis)
 Understanding the socio-ecological context
Understanding the context in which the audience is operating and addressing scientific laws
that are related to the framework, such as the first and second law of thermodynamics, is
another element of the A-step. In some cases this step is mapped out visually (Connell;
Leung; Meisterheim). A majority of the interviewees revealed that it is through the personal
stories from the audience one creates a common understanding of the context in which a
group operates (Hawke; Connell; Horton; Leung; Meisterheim; Nyoni; Rennie; Robè t).
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“It is important that somebody in the group finally starts telling stories about what is
happening, internally. Because when it is a company, once you got to a stage where
people start telling you stories about what is happening internally, areas where they
are violating the system conditions or where they made some successes, than the
workshop is done for you, you don’t have to do much more.” (Nyoni)
Stories from the audience and personal stories from the practitioner can help to create
awareness with the audience about the current beliefs and patterns and help them deal with
complexity (Horton; Hawke; Purkis; Meisterheim).
“We often ask participants to share a specific story or example from their own lives,
and how they respond also gives me a sense of what their worldview is and how they
are looking at things. This, in turn allows me to adjust the language I use to better
communicate with them.” (Purkis)
“It's not about any of us being bad. We're working in a world that’s just inherently
complex and rapidly changing and at the same time, we're constantly expected to
"manage" better, work harder, work faster, or be more directive in our leadership,
and this isn't working. But that’s the story we have been told and that’s a hard lesson
to learn. I tell people my story about how I have learned to accept that I don’t know
the answer all the time and look for help and shared leadership.” (Horton)
Specifically, in relation to transformation one of the interviewees shared that storytelling can
contribute to changing the context by which we see ourselves, stimulating transformational
change (Hawke).
“At a larger scale, narratives have the power to change the context by which we see
ourselves. If we are going to bring about transformational change at a larger level, I
think we need to be looking at how we can use narratives to change the stories we are
telling ourselves as a society [...] narrative and storytelling have huge potential for us
to get better at changing mindsets.” (Hawke)
When speaking to the scientific concepts different stories are used in the form of metaphors
(Meisterheim; Purkis; Robèrt). While illustrating the science one practitioner mentions that it
is important to refer to the right technical terms and context (Robè t).
“So I have different stories, to entertain myself and to be more resilient to various
challenges during presentations, but they are all built to explain exactly the same and
transmit exactly the same scientific messages [...], so the science is integrated in that
narrative without the audience recognizing that now he is talking science, now he is
talking something else. It is all science-influenced all through the narrative.”
(Robèrt)
Stories help to explain the concepts and make them more practical (Leung; Purkis; Robèrt;
Rennie; Goldsmith). Some of the interviewees prepared stories that represent issues for each
principle that are relevant for the business or organization and asking for personal stories to
make people feel familiar with the concept (Leung; Robèrt).
When using storytelling to introduce the sustainability challenge some of the interviewees
mention the metaphor of the funnel (Robèrt), and while doing this, connecting the global
challenges to the context of the audience (Leung; Goldsmith).
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“I do not necessarily say look here is the funnel [...] but talk about strategic trends
and implications, like we talk about strategic risks. Things of that nature where you
say look ‘what’s going on there in the world that could have an impact for us and
where do we have a role?” (Leung)
“[...] And this is why storytelling with good metaphors and examples can enrich your
experience all the time. So rather than saying that the funnel backfired with this man,
or this woman, it gives you an opportunity to meet that problem, that problem that
was addressed to you and which is relevant, you can now meet this person, in his or
her mind by adding another explanation and perhaps another story to add to it.”
(Robèrt)
 Creating a shared vision of success
Some of the interviewees shared that one of the challenges of the A-step is found in the
process of creating this shared vision (Hawke; Meisterheim).
“Helping people to find a vision quickly or in a way that is clear enough to keep
moving forward.” (Meisterheim)
Another challenge is working with a shared vision as an answer to the polarized debate:
“You know it’s so polarized, us versus them, jobs versus the environment, climate
change versus energy. We need a new narrative to be able to actually break that
polarization down and come up with a shared vision of what’s possible.” (Hawke)
In order to create a shared vision of success, practitioners bring their own stories. Other use
imagination exercises, inviting the audience to think of their desired future (Goldsmith;
Rennie).
“Because to me the power of story is that, as people visualize it, they visualize
everything about it. They are visualizing the colours, they are visualizing the process,
they are visualizing the conversations and they are visualizing themselves into that
situation so it is going to be. It is still not as rich as their own story but it is a great
long way to moving them and making something else feel quite possible because they
can identify with it.” (Rennie)
The B-Step
Assessing how an organization currently contributes to violations of the SPs and how it
already directly or indirectly contributes to society’s compliance with the SPs is the central
element of the B-step of the ABCD process. Different ways of how storytelling can support
the assessment of the current reality in the B-step were mentioned by the sustainability
practitioners. One of them is the use of story exercises, such as the “coffee exercise”, where
an audience is invited to reflect on possible contributions to unsustainability throughout the
life-cycle of a cup of coffee through the lens of the sustainability principles (Connell; Leung).
“It is a pretty simple way to play with the principles and a tangible way that helps the
participants to get it, if you have time to do that.” (Connell)
The second example was triggering storytelling from the audience in order to catalyze the
flow of the process (Nyoni). Telling stories of how other organizations proceeded in this step
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of the ABCD process was used to help enable the audience to compare and take out what
makes sense in their context, regarding challenges and adaption (Leung; Robèrt).
“I continue with the narrative of how others have used this understanding, what
various companies did, selecting them to be appropriate for the targeted group I am
presenting to […] I invite them to come up with their ideas of challenges on their
arena with regard to the first, second and third and so fourth sustainability principles
and how they could solve it.” (Robèrt)
The C-Step
The C-step of the ABCD process involves brainstorming of a long list of possible actions to
close the gap between the vision created in the A-step and the current reality assessed in the
B-step.
One interviewee spoke to an opportunity for the application of storytelling in this step.
Storytelling can be used in order to guide the brainstorming session in a certain direction, if
this is invited on the side of the client. With the help of stories, the audience can be inspired
to come up with certain ideas and conclusions (Robèrt).
The D-Step
In the D-step, the brainstormed actions are prioritized and a strategic action plan is created.
The findings did not reveal that storytelling is being applied in this step.
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4 Discussion
The overall contribution to the field this research sought to make was to help minimize the
gap between the scientific knowledge about the sustainability challenge and the comparably
little action taken in transition towards a sustainable future. In order to achieve that we have
chosen to focus the research on supporting the work of sustainability practitioners in,
effectively communicating scientific concepts and information about sustainability in a way
that audiences can easily understand and so that it sticks to support action for sustainability.
In the discussion we answer our research questions based on the findings from the literature
review and the results of the storytelling and sustainability practitioners interviews.

4.1 Communicating to both Modes of Cognition
As we have seen in the literature, people can make best sense of information when the two
modes of cognitive sense-making are addressed, the logico-scientific mode and the narrative
mode (Bruner 1986). Literature on this topic stated that when it comes to the communication
of sustainability and the sustainability challenge both ways of cognition are equally valuable
as they complement each other (Bruner 1986; Barone and Eisner 1997). The logical scientific
mode is context-free and deals with facts (Dahlstrom 2013), while the narrative mode focuses
on human action, imagination and context (Bruner 1986; Thomas 2012). The challenge of
effective communication is speaking to both modes of cognition in order to enhance a rich
and diverse thought capacity to learn qualities of the world (Bruner 1986; Thomas 2012).
Our interviews showed that this communication challenge mentioned above is present in the
working context of sustainability practitioners. Practitioners spoke about the need for science
to inform their work in order to reach a common understanding and to explain the scientific
reasoning behind the concepts. At the same time, both literature (Barr 2003; Crompton 2010)
and interviews reveal that just the communication of scientific facts is not very effective in
mobilizing people towards action. In fact, an overly scientific way of communicating can be
perceived at times as overwhelming and/or intimidating and can create a barrier between the
teller and the audience. The findings spoke to the incompleteness of the early assumption of
sustainability practitioners; that by simply communicating the science people would
understand the sustainability challenge and the world would change. As a result of this
assumption it seems that there has been a previous tendency to give the logico-scientific
mode of communication too much attention. Whereas, the findings show that communicating
using the narrative mode of cognition and speaking to imagination, context and human action
represented in social processes is also important to stimulate the motivation for change.
It also became apparent that sustainability practitioners are very aware about the narrative
mode of communication in their current practices. In order to address our research question,
we first discuss some overarching aspects about storytelling, which we observed in the
literature and the interviews.

4.2 Overarching Aspects about Storytelling
The definition of ‘Story’ that we have chosen in this research is: “A story is the recounting of
events that conveys experiences, emotions, and perspectives” (Kurtz 2014, 22). Neither the
storytelling or sustainability practitioners offered a clear definition for the term ‘story’.
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Instead a storytelling practitioner presented the classic shape of a story that is comprised of a
main character followed by a challenge or an issue and the closing element called the
resolution.
Similarly, the literature showed that there is no uniform definition for storytelling (Boje
2006; Kurtz 2014; Rosile et al. 2013). While we decided on a simple and practical definition,
“Storytelling is the interactive art of using words and actions to reveal the elements and
images of a story while encouraging the listener’s imagination” (National Storytelling
Network 2015), the findings from the interviews with the two storytelling practitioners
showed that storytelling includes more than what is covered by this definition. For them
storytelling goes beyond encouraging the listeners’ imagination, it is also the beginning of a
conversation, which needs to be hosted after the story is being told. Furthermore storytelling
practitioners say that stories can also be seen as a container of wisdom.
The sustainability practitioners’ description of how they applied storytelling also went
beyond the definition of storytelling mentioned in the literature. Sustainability practitioners
intentionally applied storytelling in order to make the sustainability theory personal for an
audience, to invite authenticity and to create a safe space that would allow personal
connections.
Storytelling practitioners expanded on the element of interaction present when facilitating a
storytelling process by saying that in certain contexts, in addition to the traditional roles of
teller and the listener, one can also consider whether the role of a witness in the audience
should be invited. The role of the witness is an observing act that looks out for key pivotal
points in a story, as well as observing other emotions to be heard and released. In this form of
process the assumption is that the quality of attention offered by the witness impacts the
quality way a story is being told (Arthur et al. 2011). In this context, the role of the listeners
is to receive the story, listening attentively and sometimes taking on a specific role to listen
for a specific thread of the story such as the tuning points, supporting factors or challenges
overcome (Arthur et al. 2011).
Those results suggest that storytelling as a way of communication is more than just an
interaction between a teller and a listener, as mentioned in the definition.
Furthermore, we want to refer to the credibility aspect when telling a story. As mentioned in
the interviews one has to be careful when using stories from others as it might reduce the
credibility of the story and the authenticity of the teller. Additionally, the storytelling
practitioners also mentioned the importance of the storyteller’s credibility to build trust.
Sustainability practitioners emphasized that the storytelling capacity is to be developed over
time through practice.

4.3 Storytelling and the FSSD in Practice
The FSSD was formed through a consensus process amongst different scientists agreeing on
the system conditions to sustain human life on Earth. Consequently, sustainability
practitioners are offering the FSSD as a framework for addressing the sustainability challenge
that is based on a robust scientific rationale. Communicating the FSSD effectively thus
requires sustainability practitioners to be able to speak clearly to both the logico-scientific
mode of cognition to stay true to the sustainability science and also to the narrative mode of
cognition to inspire motivation to take action.
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Storytelling practitioners mentioned that there is the general assumption that stories do not go
together with facts. From this perspective one could assume that the FSSD is difficult to
practice together with storytelling. This leads to the recommendation to be aware of the
language used with an audience. Especially for the questions asked in order to invite stories.
Like the FSSD practitioners are adapting their language and terminology with an audience,
one can also say: “Tell me about a time when…” instead of: “Tell me a story about…” when
practicing storytelling.
When comparing an ABCD process with the basic structure of a good story, we came to
realize that both are built up with almost identical elements. In fact, even the sequence of the
different steps in an ABCD process can be easily matched with the basic structure of a good
story for adults described by Goodman (2011). In a good story for adults everything starts
with a protagonist who has a goal. In the case of the ABCD process it is the people in the
audience who create their shared vision of success in the A-step. However, a story would be
rather boring without some barriers that stand between our protagonists and their goal. The
B-step with the baseline assessment of the current reality reveals those barriers in form of
contributions to unsustainability. The most engaging part of a good story is how the
protagonists overcome the barriers they face. In an ABCD process this is represented with the
brainstorming of actions and the strategic action plan in the C and D-step. Just as a classical
story ends with a resolution the ABCD process is about taking stepwise strategic action
towards the overall goal (a shared vision of success) on a bigger journey towards
sustainability. An interesting aspect of an ABCD process is that the people in the workshop
are both the audience and protagonists at the same time.

Figure 4.1. Storytelling Structure and the ABCD Process

From a storytelling perspective the ABCD process has an ideal structure and natural
“storyline” that is therefore easy for an audience to grasp.
Even though the structures are almost identical, the role of the FSSD practitioner is different
from the one of a storyteller. Kurtz (2014, 22) defines stories as “the recounting of events
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that conveys experiences, emotions, and perspectives”. This does not apply for an FSSD
practitioner, who is part of the story him or herself in the very moment when facilitating an
ABCD process. However speaking to the different roles one can consider when practicing
storytelling, such as being a teller, listener or witness, those can indeed be applied to a
sustainability practitioner facilitating the ABCD process. An FSSD practitioner can be a
storyteller when sharing his/her personal stories and examples of other organizations
applying the ABCD process. But when inviting stories and participation from the audience
one takes on the role of the listener. And by observing the development in an ABCD process
a practitioner becomes a witness.
4.3.1 Application along the ABCD Process
The results showed that practitioners are facing many different challenges and tasks when
communicating scientific concepts like the FSSD. In the following section storytelling will
be discussed as a practice to address some of the challenges and tasks, also referring to the
benefits and limitations mentioned in the literature and the interviews (See Appendix E). This
section presents the overall application of storytelling as well as its application in the ABCD
process shown in the results.
Setting the Stage
The results have shown that, both before the scientific concepts are introduced and during the
workshop process, sustainability practitioners intentionally try to invite a social process to
support the conditions for learning and change with the audience. Elements that are
mentioned that support this process are to establish the following: a connection between the
practitioner and the audience; a connection between the audience and the topic of
sustainability; the authenticity of the practitioner and a safe space for participants to share
their learning. A challenge at this stage is that the people in the audience are often not
participants by choice. In this case, most of the people in the room don’t actually want to be
there and they are also not open for discussing change, much less want to change. We heard
sustainability practitioners focus on preparing an audience to receive the messages they want
them to receive and creating a fertile ground for the audience to consider further steps.
To do this the sustainability practitioners mentioned they focus on an emotional draw for the
audience in order to make the mental shift for sustainable action. Sustainability practitioners
use storytelling, specifically personal storytelling from the audience and the practitioners
themselves, at different moments of the process to tap into people’s intrinsic motivation, to
make the theory more personal and to invite authenticity. Both storytelling practitioners
mentioned that powerful questions can be used to trigger those stories from the audience in
order to make it matter to them. The findings confirm the literature that argues that
storytelling can be applied to create an emotional connection between people (Dahlstrom
2014; Monarth 2014; Zak 2014) and that storytelling can make it easier for people share
without exposing themselves (Kurtz 2014).
In essence, the results show that the sustainability practitioners currently use personal stories
as well as stories from the audience in order to create emotional reasons for change. To
strengthen this approach we recommend that practitioners could consider introducing the role
of a listener and a witness during the process of storytelling if deemed appropriate to the
context and purpose of the exercise.
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We also recognize that taking time to set the stage is a key foundational step in effective
communication for sustainability in general and storytelling practices in particular.
Considering that the practitioners are often challenged by time constraints, we recommend
they consider whether it is relevant to their workshop to trigger stories from the audience
prior the event in order to invite reflection. This can be done by asking the participants to
answer reflective questions, e.g. related to the personal motivation to participate in the
workshop or personal relation to the topic. In order to create a shared experience between the
participants, the answers can be collected and shared. Possibilities offered by the social
media can also be utilized to create a connection prior to the workshop.
For this phase we recommend that the sustainability practitioners share stories they have
experienced, rather than stories from others, this supports authenticity and builds the
credibility of the practitioner with the audience.
Creating a Shared Mental Model based on the FSSD
An important aspect of applying the FSSD with an organization is the creation of a shared
mental model about the framework and the scientific concepts within the organization. This
allows the sustainability practitioner and the audience to work from a common understanding
of the sustainability challenge and the FSSD processes to act to address it. We heard that
linguistic barriers, cultural norms and different worldviews pose challenges to the
sustainability practitioners to reach such a shared mental model with their audience.
In addressing the challenges the sustainability practitioners are very conscious about
choosing a suitable language for their audience and invite storytelling in order to listen to
their perspectives and anticipate concerns the audience may have about the FSSD. Going
through this process allows them to integrate the language of the audience in the
communication of the FSSD. The benefit of this practice is the possibility to meet the
audience where they are at and can give them the feeling of being seen and understood. In
addition, storytelling was practiced through sharing stories about practitioners’ own personal
experiences working with the FSSD, case-studies and metaphors to enhance understanding of
the concepts, illustrating the benefits of the framework, and to motivate the audience to apply
the FSSD. Literature confirmed that storytelling can support the creation of a shared mental
model through the mirroring effect stories create in minds and experience of the audience
allowing a greater chance for the development of mutual identification and empathy between
the teller and listener (Dahlstrom, 2013, Zak 2014).
Understanding the Socio-Ecological Context
To create a common understanding about the socio-ecological context in which the audience
operates, a majority of the sustainability practitioners expressed inviting personal stories from
the audience that speak to challenges they collectively face. Some of the practitioners also
share personal stories to create a common awareness about the current beliefs and behavioral
patterns that influence people’s actions. Since changing the current beliefs of an audience
can also change the context by which the audience sees themselves, practitioners described
trying to work with evolving the cultural stories of identity within organizations to stimulate
transformational change.
Interestingly none of them spoke about conflict of interest. Considering the different mental
models, worldviews and interests within an audience, we wonder if this step also would
include working with conflict and what the potential role of storytelling could be. The results
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show that storytelling can be very relevant in conflicts itself. Once stories define how we see
the world, it affects which data we select about the world. In case of opposite stories held by
different groups, this can have a polarizing effect and makes a conflict resolution more
difficult. At the same time, literature on this topic suggested that storytelling can also be part
of the solution. One example is transformative scenario planning. This involves working with
multiple, often conflicting, stakeholders to co-create shared narratives for desired action by
first exploring a range of possible future scenario’s that may transpire if different courses of
actions are taken by the stakeholders and then agreeing on the most desirable for all (Kahane
2007).
When stories lead to polarization, individuals take increasingly extreme positions opposing
the other as parties tend to focus on their differences (Maise and Norien 2003). Based on
what Maise and Norien (2003) mention to address polarization, we recommend that
practitioners use storytelling to focus on the common interests and commonalities, build trust
and establish respectful personal relationships. We also recommend sustainability
practitioners to explore and learn about conflict resolution strategies in order to facilitate and
mediate in contexts that a characterized by polarized narratives.
When it comes to the scientific concepts the findings refer to the use of metaphors as an
effective medium to explain the science and the sustainability challenge. As expected, they
also emphasize the importance of maintaining the right scientific terminology and placing
things in the right context when communicating the scientific concepts. This is an interesting
element to discuss as it helps to prevent the creation of the narrative fallacy mentioned by
literature on this topic (Taleb 2007; Kahneman 2013). The concept of a narrative fallacy
addresses the tendency of humans to summarize and simplify in stories leading to over
interpretation over raw data (Taleb 2007). Interestingly this aspect has not been mentioned
either by the sustainability practitioners or by the storytelling practitioners when speaking
about the use of storytelling in their working context.
The results showed that to inquire about the context of the audience they are working with,
the sustainability practitioners currently invite stories from the audience as well as use their
own stories (both personal and from others). We recommend creating a co-created story from
the audience which combines the individual stories. Those stories can be triggered by
questions about the context in which the audience operates. An example of an outcome of
such a story process can be a co-created map of the socio-ecological context. This map can
then provide a shared basis from which the audience can generate, discuss and decide
strategic actions and decisions on how they wish to move forward in the future.
When it comes to communicating scientific concepts we see that the current practice of using
metaphors is proved to work efficiently. However, our research showed that there is no
collective database of effective stories or metaphors that practitioners can draw from to
support their work. This raises the question if metaphors can be used for communicating all
the SSD core concepts and especially for the newly developed social sustainability principles.
As the focus of our research is on storytelling and not specifically on metaphors, we
recommend a collection of currently used metaphors used by The Natural Step.
Creating a shared Vision of Success
Several of the sustainability practitioners emphasized the importance of working with the
potential of the collective. They mentioned the goal of creating a flow that helps people to
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move as a group. It was also addressed that helping people to find their shared vision quickly
enough or clearly enough to keep moving forward is perceived as a big challenge.
When introducing the sustainability principles, some of the interviewees prepared stories that
represent issues related to the principles that were relevant for the business or organization.
Furthermore some sustainability practitioners used storytelling with exercises that stimulate
people's imagination and support them to explore and visualize their desired future. This
process can help to create a feeling of possibility among the audience. Storytelling
practitioners as well as the literature confirmed that storytelling can be used to steer
imagination, and furthermore, to create a collaborative experience (Gabriel and Connel
2010).
We recommend that the insights triggered by these exercises be used as the basis of a cocreated visionary story. The benefit of a co-created story is that it creates a sense of coownership with the participants. However, the practitioners should be aware that the cocreated story is based on backcasting from principles and not from scenarios. We also see
that it is important to capture how a co-created story evolves over time, keeping track of the
elements that shape new thoughts, assumptions and subsequent actions. This history can then
act as a stepping-stone to invite other people to join in the collaborative effort.
Assessing the Current Reality
When it comes to the assessment of the current reality, the findings show that sustainability
practitioners use stories from the audience to invite the clients to think about the
organization’s life-cycle processes and where they systematically contribute to violating the
sustainability principles. Interestingly it was mentioned that once people start sharing stories
about what is going on internally the workshop gets catalyzed on its own without further
stimulation by the sustainability practitioner. Additionally we heard that telling stories about
how other organizations proceeded in this step is used to give practical example(s) to the
organization going through the process, to help them make sense of how they might navigate
their own context.
Literature (Zak 2014) and storytelling practitioners mentioned that after a personal story has
been told, it can be helpful for the group learning process to host a conversation that invites
audience members to discuss their insights to surfacing patterns and learning that were
revealed by the story. For that purpose, it was recommended by the storytelling practitioners
to use powerful questions such as: What did you hear in that story?; What does that mean?;
What does the story tell us about ourselves?; What does this story tell us about a project?;
What is the wisdom in that story?”.
In essence, the results show that the sustainability practitioners currently use own stories and
stories from the audience. Those stories can be triggered by asking, for example, organization
related questions. In addition life-cycle questions can be asked to trigger insight into the story
of a product or service life-cycle in relation to sustainability.
Brainstorming a long List of Actions
This step of the ABCD process involves generating solutions in order to close the gap
between the envisioned future and the current reality. We heard that sustainability
practitioners shared stories from other organizations in order to give a frame to the audience
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to help them understand what such a process looks like. Storytelling is also practiced to
inspire the audience and guide the brainstorming process in a certain direction. Literature
suggested that storytelling could be used effectively in order to stimulate the imagination
(Monarth 2014) and to generate ideas (Zak 2014).
In essence, the results show that currently the sustainability practitioners share own stories
and stories of others. A recommendation for sustainability practitioners is to use storytelling
at times when people feel stuck in the brainstorming of ideas. Those stories can relate to
similar cases in other organizations or stories that can energize and motivate the participants.
To support the audience in this phase we see that the sustainability practitioners can share
personal stories from their own experience of going though this step of the ABCD process or
stories from others who have done so.
Prioritizing Actions and Creating a Strategic Action Plan
We found that sustainability practitioners currently do not use stories to prioritize actions or
create a strategic action plan. A recommendation for sustainability practitioners could be to
ask for stories from the audience that can serve to remind them of their roles and
responsibilities in the co-created strategic plan. Roles related and reflective questions can
trigger those stories.
We recommend that at this stage one can benefit from using a co-created story of the vision
of success and the respective feeling of co-ownership. This feeling among the participants
can support the roles allocation, which is part of the part of the strategic action plan.
Another aspect to be considered is that a thorough strategic action plan might not be designed
in the workshop timeframe and especially if not all the stakeholders are present. Therefore
we consider that it is important to capture and share the story of the creation process and the
reasoning behind its outcomes with other involved parties.
Storytelling for Questions & Answers
One of the challenges mentioned by practitioners is to engage the audience in such a way that
FSSD content sticks and that they will start applying their learning after the workshop. In
response to this the findings reveal that stories are perceived as useful when dealing with
questions from the audience that appear at different stages of the ABCD process. Being
challenged on the information and examples presented in the FSSD, was mentioned by a
sustainability practitioner as a specific opportunity to offer another explanation with the help
of a story or metaphor of the FSSD content. This approach was supported also by Bruner
(1986) who says that stories are easier to comprehend than traditional logical-scientific
communication (Bruner 1986). Dahlstrom (2014) expanded on this, arguing that narratives
are perceived as intrinsically persuasive. What stood out for us with this approach is that the
sustainability practitioner perceived that it could help to make the person in the audience not
only to reach a better understanding but also feels seen and understood.
Both the literature (Zabrucky and Moore 1999; Schank and Abelson 1995) and the
storytelling practitioners suggested that even a poorly told story has the power to stick due to
the increased capacity for recall stories stimulate. Some sustainability practitioners
mentioned that the stories are sometimes the only thing that sticks with an audience. In the
same context, storytelling practitioners mentioned that by listening and making sense of
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stories that are shared new insights can be gained by the audience about the next steps and
the next conversations that need to take place.
4.3.2 Overview Application of Storytelling
Based on the findings discussed above, we have created a summary of the storytelling
application for sustainability practitioners. Table 4.1. provides an overview of the types of
stories currently used or recommended for the stages outlined above. It also includes the
purpose of the particular story and how the sustainability practitioner can trigger those stories
from the audience. Some further aspects related to the different stages are also reflected in the
overview. Story triggers that are mentioned in table 4.1. refer mainly to the use of questions
in order to invite stories from the audience. Specific examples of those triggers were not part
of the present study, therefore we recommend practitioners to further develop their own set of
triggers.
Here is to be mentioned that when speaking about stories from the sustainability practitioners
we identified three different types of stories: personal stories, stories from others and
metaphors.
The table below (table 4.1.) aims to support the sustainability practitioners in recognizing
what kind of stories are needed in the particular steps of the ABCD process and thus invite
their personal story awareness. We invite the sustainability practitioners to use this table as a
template, to add, adjust and further develop their own overview.
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Table 4.1. Application of Storytelling
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4.4Storytelling in a Nutshell
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4.5 Relevance of the Findings
In order to help minimize the gap between the scientific knowledge available and the
comparably little action taken, we analyzed the work of sustainability practitioners using the
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development. Answering our research question we
identified that our findings can also support sustainability practitioners working with
different scientific concepts. The ABCD process is a generic planning process which can be
used in different organizations and context. Taking a distance from the ABCD specific
terminology, we see that its individual phases, as presented in the discussion, can also be
applied to support other sustainability approaches. This refers also to creating shared mental
models, understanding the socio-ecological context, creating a shared vision, assessing the
current reality, brainstorming actions and creating a strategic action plan.
Here we see a potential for practitioners using different approaches to inform their practice
by the findings of this study. Furthermore, we believe that sharing stories and listening to the
stories of fellow practitioners using other approaches can foster the knowledge exchange.
Building on this we see that the stories of the sustainability practitioners are a container of
wisdom incorporating both the sustainability challenge and how this can be addressed in
different situations. Therefore we believe that if practitioners’ stories as well as the stories of
their clients are shared with a broader audience, this can increase awareness and also give a
proof of possibility for people and organizations to act.

4.6 Limitations and Future Research
The field of storytelling research is vast therefore we acknowledge that this study does not
represent a full understanding related to the topic of storytelling. We recognize the limitations
that come with designing and conducting research of this kind in a four-month timeframe.
Due to the limited amount of time we could not integrate the multiple research methods to
gather data. We were also limited to conduct interviews via Skype instead of visiting the
storytelling and sustainability practitioners on location. Therefore this research does not
represent the perception of the audience who is receiving the stories. For future research we
would recommend that the researcher(s) observe the participants experiencing the stories.
This could also include interviewing samples in the audience in order to understand the
impact of storytelling on the receiver’s end.
Furthermore, as the theory suggest, there are many definitions of the term ‘story’ (Boje et al.
2006), during the interviews the respondents were not asked to explain how they define a
story, therefore this study does not claim to represent a unified understanding of the term
‘story’ by the people that were interviewed for this research. We recommend future research
to take the different perceptions of story into account to increase the reliability of the
findings.
For future work and research we suggest the following topics:
Participatory Methods for co-creation of Stories
In our discussion we give some practical recommendations on how storytelling can be used
in the different stages of the ABCD process. Yet, our work focuses mainly on the benefits
and limitations, the different types of stories used and how to invite them. We think it would
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be interesting for future research to inquire participatory methods for creation and procedures
for capturing co-created stories, which are informed by the sustainability principles. To make
it more applicable, storytelling methods could be further researched. Therefore we suggest
further investigation of a comprehensive storytelling guide which follows the ABCD process.
Story Platform to capture and track Development
Furthermore, considering that an ABCD workshop is often just the beginning of an
organization’s journey towards sustainability, we recognize that strategic capturing of the
tangible outcomes during the workshop is essential. An area of further research could be to
develop a process for capturing stories and other outcomes along the workshop. This is
important considering that not all the key stakeholders might have attended the workshop
itself.
We see potential in capturing the outcome of a workshop in a way that can be used as an
interactive basis for further development. An idea might be to investigate the use of an online
platform where the outcomes are captured, that serves as a base for participants and other
stakeholders to define and track milestones, and record successes and mistakes along the
journey. Such a platform could also capture the way in which the FSSD contributed to the
organization’s transition towards sustainability and these stories could be shared as best
practices.
Storytelling for different Communication Channels
In our research we have focused on the application of storytelling in interpersonal
communication. A suggestion for future research is to explore how storytelling can be
applied for communicating FSSD through other channels (e.g. website, social media, etc.).
This also builds on the idea to create a platform to capture the development of the stories.
Knowledge Exchange
Being aware of the scale of the sustainability challenge and the urgency to act, we consider
that further cooperation between sustainability practitioners using different approaches is
required. We also see the potential for storytelling to support the knowledge exchange and
recommend this area to be considered for further research. Furthermore, our finding showed
that the work of sustainability practitioners can benefit from the experience gathered from
storytelling practitioners. We see a potential in mapping out and exploring what other crossdisciplinary practices can further support the work of the sustainability practitioners.
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5 Conclusion
Our research has shown that the communication of sustainability and its scientific concepts in
order to engage an audience for sustainable action can be quite challenging. With the words
of one of our interviewees:
“It doesn’t matter how right you are. If you can’t get people to follow you, what does it
matter?”
(Michelle Dyer, Sustainability Practitioner)
The results showed a need for sustainability practitioners who want to catalyze action on
sustainability issues to learn and adopt narrative based communication that is simple,
personal, and scientifically robust in order to communicate with audiences in a way that can
motivate them towards action. With its participatory nature, the practice of storytelling and
story sharing can meet this need and thus strengthen the communication of sustainability
practitioners.
The analysis of the results showed that to this end, all the sustainability practitioners in the
research sample are intentionally using storytelling in their work. Yet none of the
practitioners seemed to use the whole spectrum of what we found is possible through
storytelling practice in their work. This led us to the conclusion that there is still room to
enhance the current practices of sustainability practitioners when it comes to the intentional
and strategic practice of storytelling in their work.
With regard to the limitations of storytelling we see the need for critical consideration by
practitioners for their reasons and motivations for using the medium. Looking at the concept
of the narrative fallacy, the tendency of people to ignore what one does not know and to
prefer easy and coherent stories, there is the danger of creating flawed stories to explain the
past, that shape our views of the world and expectations of the future.
Considering both opportunities and limitations of storytelling, we conclude that there is both
importance and opportunity to develop the practice of storytelling when effectively
communicating and working with a scientifically robust framework such as the Framework
for Strategic Sustainable Development. By taking full advantage of the strengths of both
logico-scientific and narrative approaches to communicate and address the sustainability
challenge we see a great chance for strategic progress towards sustainability.
We consider this research with all its limitations as an awareness raiser and an invitation to
deepen the conversation and exchange of experience and knowledge around the topic of
storytelling and sustainability. Since the majority of the findings are considered to be
applicable beyond the specific context of sustainability practitioners working with the FSSD,
we see sustainability practitioners in general as possible beneficiaries of this research.
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Appendix A – List Interview Participants &
Survey Results
Preliminary Interviews – FSSD practitioners
Connell, Tamara. 2015. Skype interview by authors. TNS Canada. Karlskrona, Sweden 20
January.
Levy Franka, Cesar. 2015. Interview by authors. TNS Brasil. Karlskrona, Sweden. 22
January.
Nyoni, Stanley. 2015. Skype interview by authors. TNS International/Switzerland.
Karlskrona, Sweden 21 January.
Interview round 1 - FSSD Practitioners
Baxter, Kelly Hawke. 2015. Skype Interview by authors. TNS International. Karlskrona,
Sweden 30 March.
Connell, Tamara. 2015. Skype interview by authors. TNS Canada. Karlskrona, Sweden 23
March.
Dyer, Michelle. 2015. Skype interview by authors. Presidents Climate Commitment.
Karlskrona, Sweden, 20 March.
Goldsmith, Simon. 2015. Skype interview by authors. Principled Sustainability. Karlskrona,
Sweden 24 March.
Horton, Paul. 2015. Skype interview by authors. Paul Horton Consulting Group. Karlskrona,
Sweden 11 March 2015.
Leung, Pong. 2015. Skype interview by authors. TNS Canada. Karlskrona, Sweden 25
March.
Nyoni, Stanley. 2015. Skype interview by authors. TNS International/Switzerland.
Karlskrona, Sweden 19 March.
Rennie, Caroline. 2015. Skype interview by authors. Ren New sàrl. Karlskrona, Sweden 19
March.
Interview round 2 - FSSD Practitioners & Storyteller practitioners
Arthur, Mary-Alice. 2015. Skype interview by authors. SOAR. Karlskrona, Sweden 2 April.
Hutchens, David. 2015. Skype interview by authors. DavidHutchens. Karlskrona, Sweden 7
April.
Purkis, John. 2015. Skype interview by authors. TNS Canada. Karlskrona, Sweden 31
March.
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Meisterheim, Tracy. 2015. Skype interview by authors. Blue Heron Sustainability Associates.
Karlskrona, Sweden 1 April.
Robèrt, Dr. Karl-Henrik. 2015. Skype interview by authors. TNS International. Karlskrona,
Sweden 28 April.
Survey Results
Global representation FSSD interviewees: North America (8) Africa (1) Europe (2)
FSSD experience in the following countries: Canada, US, Mexico, Japan, India, China,
Mozambique, Sweden, France, Switzerland, Great Britain and The Netherlands. One
interviewee has experience on all continents.
Work context of the FSSD practitioners: among others companies, municipalities,
educational institutions and non-profit organizations.
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Appendix B - Search List Literature Review
The literature collection was carried out through the internet-based search database called
Summon, accessed from the BTH Library website and Google Scholar.
In a brainstorming session the researchers identified a list of keywords/-phrases which guided
the search, among them were:








interactive communication and sustainability;
motivating sustainability;
communication challenge sustainability;
storytelling for sustainability;
downsides narratives;
integral theory and sustainability;
storytelling sustainability practitioner.
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Appendix C - Interview Design
Semi-Structured Interview FSSD Practitioner
1) Friendly conversation



Technical check
Thanking for contributing/ the opportunity to talk to you

2) Organizational






We would like to record the interview for research purposes.
All the material will be kept anonymous.
Transcription & directs quotes
Time estimation interview and different roles
Brief introduction of the three of us & thesis process

3) Introduction interviewee current practice/ tasks/ work


Introduction interviewee: What are your experiences working right now?

4) Context


What made you say yes to this interview?

5) Communication SSD concepts with a focus on the science; When working face-to-face;
How do you experience communicating the SSD concepts?







How / what language are you using for your communication of the SCIENCE behind
the SSD?
When introducing the science?
Different audiences / in what ways do you try to connect with your audience?
[If challenges are not mentioned] Is there anything you perceive challenging when
communication? What are those challenges? How do you come around with them
(methods)? What resources do you use (books/experts)?
Moment of reflection. We want to give some time. How did you tell (SSD concepts)?
And how did this influence your listeners (to move into action.)
o How and when are different pieces introduced / returned to or reinforced
o How would an ideal/influence impact look like? What would be a worse case
scenario?
o How are you experiencing it so far?
o How do they prepare? What do you do afterwards?

[If Storytelling is mentioned] What makes come to the conclusion that the story connects/
relates to your audience?
Science




When are the SPs introduced?
Shared vision: how do you guide the audience towards a sustainable vision?
Opening Up: how and with what language?
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How would an ideal/influence impact look like? What would be a worst case
scenario?

Contrasting elements



How are you experiencing it so far?
How do they prepare? What do you do afterwards?

[In case they mention STORYTELLING]









Speaking to SSD concepts. For which/what concepts in particular do you experience
storytelling as a good way of communicating the information? (Best Practices)
What is/are the reason/s you are using a story/stories to communicate the SSD
concept/s? You mentioned different ways of communication. How do you see the role
of ST in relation to your other communications methods?
What stories are you telling?
How do you prepare for telling stories, and what do you do afterwards? How do you
tell the stories?
How do you experience telling it/ how do you feel telling scientific information
through stories to your audience?
What do you perceive as a successful way of telling the story? What would be a worst
way to tell a story?
Storytelling and Science: experience?

6) Closing






What are other questions you expected us to ask you?
What is your perception? How do you perceive your words being representative for
this research?
[Video material] As we want to capture stories that help to communicate scientific
information and how they are being told, we wondered if you would have any video
material of your practices, which we could look into for the purpose of this research?
Could we approach you at a later stage for feedback in case we develop guidelines for
storytelling practice for sustainability practitioners?

Semi-Structured Interview Storytelling Practitioner
1) Friendly conversation



Technical check
Thanking for contributing/ the opportunity to talk to you

2) Organizational






We would like to record the interview for research purposes.
All the material will be kept anonymous.
Transcription & directs quotes
Time estimation interview and different roles
Brief introduction of the three of us & thesis process

3) Context
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Could you briefly introduce yourself and what you are doing?
What are the reasons for you to practice storytelling? How did you become a
storyteller (avoid though that someone opens a diary of his/her life...and the interview
time is over)?
How do you use storytelling?
With what kind of audience did you work in the past?
What made you say yes to this interview?

4) Storytelling






What does storytelling mean to you?
What is a ‘story’ for you? Building blocks of a story?
What is the purpose of particularly telling a story to an audience?
What kind of storytelling do you practice? (Oral, written, visual, etc.)
What are important aspects to consider when you practice storytelling?

Connecting with the audience:









How do you sense a story resonates with your audience?
What is your perception as a storyteller to move a listener from knowledge to action?
What is your experience in using storytelling to trigger action?
What do you perceive as the best way of telling stories? What do you perceive as the
worst way of telling stories?
How do you prepare for storytelling? How do you perceive the act of telling itself?
What do you do afterwards?
How do you choose the right story for a particular audience?
What about telling a story in combination with scientific facts, what is your
experience in this context?
How would you craft a story based on scientific facts? What opportunities and
challenges do they see?

6) Closing




What are other questions you expected me/us to ask you?
What is your perception of being representative?
Could we approach you at a later stage for feedback in case we develop guidelines for
storytelling practice for sustainability practitioners?
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Appendix D - List of Themes and Codes
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Appendix E - Summary of the Benefits and Limitations of Storytelling
This table presents the benefits and limitations mentioned by literature review and in the interviews with storytelling and sustainability
practitioners.
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