Storytelling

Juliette Cortes Arevalo, Kathryn Adamson, Emanuele Fantini, Laura Verbrugge,
and Roland Postma

Definition

All animals and plants communicate in one way or another. However, creating
and telling stories to make sense of the world and one’s experiences are uniquely
human traits (Boyd 2018). The etymology of the word story relates to the Greek
eidog (eldos), which means the idea, form, or shape of things (Martin and Miller
1988). Through stories, one makes sense of past events and creates new worlds and
possibilities for ourselves and others (Boyd et al. 2020). Storytelling is a subjective
and engaging way of referring to an event or series of events through multisenso-
ry mediums such as audial, verbal, non-verbal, visual, and textual communica-
tion (Anderson 2010).

One can narrate, interact with, and exchange stories in various ways and from
at least three perspectives: (1) the perspective of the storyteller(s) who, through their
accounts, share knowledge, meaning, and emotions so that others can care, re-
member, retell, and share their story; (2) the perspective of the audience that may or
may not be present at the time of the performance but perceives and reacts to the
story(tellers); (3) the wider perspective of the context in which the story takes place is
interpreted and influenced by the exchanged stories (Murray and Sools 2015).

Collaborative storytelling refers to group efforts to create, tell, and share
stories, including but not limited to the story audience (Goldstein et al. 2015).
Moreover, digital storytelling incorporates the technology of various multime-
dia modes such as graphics, audio, texts, videos, and animations to enhance the
power of storytelling and ensure that the story is accessible through multiple dis-
semination channels (Bee Choo et al. 2020). Many different types of communica-
tion or texts can be analyzed as narratives or stories, including facial expressions,
gestures, dance, and sound effects related to cultural, art-based, and role-play-
ing forms of storytelling such as films, theater, photography, music, and games
(Blackburn Miller 2020; Wang et al. 2017).

A story typically refers to a collection of events with a beginning, a middle, and
an end, where something happens and changes the protagonist. Narratives are the
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means to describe such events, which as a whole, can also be referred to as a story.
The narrative term also refers to the general argument about an issue and a text
style (Moezzi et al. 2017). Narrative research analyzes the story’s content, struc-
ture, and function (Murray and Sools 2015). In contrast, non-narrative styles refer
to a collection of facts, typically told from an impersonal perspective, to build a
position from referenced sources (Avraamidou and Osborne 2009). In both cases,
stories and facts are not mutually exclusive categories. Stories are a form of data
collection, analysis, and reporting that complement traditional sources and re-
search methods (Rhodes and Brown 2005).

Any type of story includes the following six elements (Green et al. 2018): (1)
characters and protagonist: usually humans, but possibly another animate actor,
object, practice, or idea; (2) acts or events: typically performed by, or happening to,
the protagonist through the story sequence; (3) setting: generic world, specific lo-
cality, or non-physical environment where the story takes place; (4) plot: sequence
of events in which the protagonist pursues a goal that may include unexpected
twists to help the audience experience the story’s drama or emotion; (5) conflict:
tension, problem, or urgent question that needs to be solved; and (6) outcome:
the resolution of the protagonist’s pursuit. In addition, storytelling’s interactive,

Figure 1. Key questions to start with storytelling in research or education
(Source: the authors).
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Table 1. Key example considerations based on experiences from education and research

Key questions

Examples

References

What are the
aims?

Promote reflection, achieve empathy and identi-
fication, gather knowledge, change behavior, and
challenge social constructs.

(Grimaldi et al. 2013;
Rhodes and Brown 2005)

Who is (are) the
storyteller(s)?

Perspective from which the story is told - the
actual teller or intermediary who makes the
performance.

(Moezzi et al. 2017;
Murray and Sools 2015)

movies, poetry, and theatre. Each medium has its
characteristics and requirements regarding form,
content, and length.

Who are the Individuals or groups for which the story is (Reinermann et al. 2014;
audience? crafted include citizens, students, policymakers, | Stewart and Nield 2013)
academics, etc. Every audience group has its
interest and knowledge levels concerning the
story content.
What is the Storytelling mediums include discussion forums, | (Wang et al. 2017)
medium? digital media, books, podcasts, visual art, songs,

Which roles and
skills does the
storyteller need
on the team?

Roles vary according to the influence of the

team member on the storytelling, such as editor,
advisor, designer, audience representative, etc.
Relevant team member skills include imagination,
improvisation, and creative and technical skills

in writing, performing, or visual arts. Technical
knowledge in the expertise domain of the story
content. Knowledge about and relations with the
intended audience.

(Blackburn Miller 2020;
Goldstein et al. 2015)

Which resources
are needed?

Multimedia equipment (cameras, microphones),
editing software, online application, meeting
space, art supplies, etc., according to the chosen
medium.

(Wang and Zhan 2010)

Where and how
will the story be
shared?

Sometimes the storytelling medium and the chan-
nel of dissemination coincide, but not necessarily.
Where and how the story will be shared limits the

medium choices and story considerations.

(Blackburn Miller 2020)

How do we know
the aims have
been achieved?

Audience’s feedback (expressions, responses, and
actions). Effects such as enhanced knowledge,
changed attitudes, preferences, and behavior

are measured through audience questionnaires,
surveys, observations, and tracking into short-

or long-term studies.

(Wang et al. 2018)
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persuasive, and living essence typically requires a strategic design to combine all
elements into a “good story”. Figure 1includes key questions or considerations for
effective storytelling, for which Table 1 gives some examples. To interact with the
audience, the storyteller should have specific aims for which story elements are
carefully chosen. Story creation is not linear, and choices may be revisited several
times. Although often overlooked, the storytelling practice improves when mea-
suring the extent to which the intended aims are achieved. Moreover, a respon-
sible practice requires the critical and reflective recognition of the desired and
undesired effects, either as a direct or indirect result of the storytelling.

Background

Stories have been part of everyday life for millennia via mainly oral and visual tra-
ditions. Through storytelling, individuals and communities have historically enter-
tained, taught cultural norms, and built shared perspectives. Today’s global com-
munication happens via email, blogs, social networking, and video-sharing sites.
Storytelling takes place in all cultures and a variety of forms. The storytelling re-
search and practice include anthropology, philosophy, psychology, linguistics, his-
tory, library science, art, and media studies, among many others (Anderson 2010).

Modern storytelling has proliferated due to three important developments.
After the invention of printing, printed stories became widely available. Subse-
quently, mass media such as the press, cinema, radio, and television have made
stories accessible and marketable to many people. More recently, with comput-
ers and the internet, storytelling incorporated multiple media, including social
media, so digital stories became easier to create and share, especially with more
affordable technologies.

Storytelling has countless applications at the individual, community, and or-
ganizational levels and is used in the realms of education (Wang and Zhan 2010),
research (Murray and Sools 2015), and innovation among many other applications
(Sergeeva and Trifilova 2018). As a communication strategy, storytelling success-
fully leverages the intrinsic temporality, plurality, reflexivity, and subjectivity of
stories for (Rhodes and Brown 2005): (1) sense-making, (2) communication, (3)
identity and identification, (4) politics and power, and (5) learning and change.
Stories are a means of recounting, interpreting, and making sense of events, in-
dividually or collectively, to position ourselves and others (McVee and Boyd 2015).
Stories are effective by tapping into the emotions of personal experiences to men-
tally transport the audience into the storyteller’s world (Morris et al. 2019). There-
by, stories help overcome the perceived abstract, often distant nature of knowl-
edge, allowing people with different backgrounds to relate to each other’s identity
and understanding of the world (Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008).
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The compelling characteristic of stories can also be used to grab attention and
(political) support without much debate (Rhodes and Brown 2005). Concerning
learning, story finding, telling, expanding, processing, and reconstructing en-
courage interactive learning about the actors, places, and events of an unfolding
plot to reflect and decide on the role one wants to play. Importantly, imagina-
tion encourages creativity instead of merely tapping into preexisting stories to
collaboratively (re)frame the past, present, and future (McDrury and Alterio 2003;
van Hulst, 2012). In today’s society, education and research increasingly require
facilitating transformative and sustainability-oriented learning to counteract en-
vironmental problems and injustice (Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2015). Stories can elucidate
desired futures (and fears) and help to analyze such scenarios to mobilize and em-
power transformation (Inayatullah 1998).

Transdisciplinary learning implies the inclusive, reflective, and active engage-
ment and dialogue between multiple societal actors. These actors, as storytellers
or audiences, are not limited to students, teachers, and researchers but include
representatives of different types of knowledge. Stories can effectively promote
dialogue and bridge across disciplines, societal demographics, and geographic
scales and are, therefore, a powerful tool for transdisciplinary learning (Black-
burn Miller 2020).

Debate and criticism

While storytelling can effectively communicate with, influence, and engage dif-
ferent audiences, ethical concerns are related to subjectivity, misuse, and respon-
sibility. These concerns arise from moral principles that guide people in taking
responsibility for their choices and actions based on how they may affect others
(Rosenstand 2017).

First, stories are a subjective way to produce and shape reality. Especially when
compared to scientific ways of working, storytelling uses literary and persuasive
techniques rather than being limited to evidence-based claims and facts. Whether
following a scientific method or not, stories and facts result from a simplification
of the complexity of reality. This simplification could propagate stereotypes and
preserve power imbalances by, for example, only considering the perspective of
dominant or supportive groups (Solérzano and Yosso 2002). As a counterargu-
ment, storytelling can give voice to those who have previously been silenced and
thus plays an important role in decolonization movements, among other move-
ments to counteract power imbalances in research and education (Cunsolo Willox
et al. 2013; Petheram et al. 2015; Zavala 2016).

Second, because the power of storytelling is so great, stories can easily be mis-
used, for example to spread misinformation. Stories could mislead people when
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they believe the content without scrutiny. The spread of misinformation to mis-
lead people is becoming more common in the current political and digital media
environment, leading to distrust and misperceptions of scientific knowledge in
society (Iyengar and Massey 2019). When used appropriately, fictive stories can
assist in envisioning possible futures and establishing community engagement
(Riedlinger et al. 2019). However, there are also words of caution as researchers,
policymakers, and other audiences may fail to acknowledge the assumptions
and simplifications underpinning their storytelling (Twyman et al. 2011). Misuse
and misinformation require researchers to proactively develop strategies in their
practice and communication to restore societal trust in science (Cardew 2020).

A critical stance is thus needed to engage in ethical storytelling as a storyteller
or audience. When evaluating what makes a “good story”, one should reflect on
the intended purpose or outcome and consider how it may affect others. With
this in mind, carefully plan and facilitate the storytelling process and consider the
skills required of the storytelling team and the audience. While communication
is indispensable in almost every profession, storytelling skills have received little
attention in higher education. Developing such a skillset comes with its share of
discomfort, as it takes time for researchers to “unlearn” trades of using jargon or
focusing on methods (Green et al. 2018). Instead, more attention to critical think-
ing skills in education can aid the identification of effective characteristics of eth-
ical storytelling and scientific practice (Glisson 2019).

Current forms of implementation in higher education

The following examples from around the globe are selected from a growing body of
literature to illustrate the many forms of storytelling focusing on environmental
applications. Many other relevant examples exist online or in community spaces
but are not frequently documented.

In South Africa, Loots (2021) explores the decolonization of higher education
dance curricula to transcend prescribed “western/northern” teaching models and
incorporate locally situated dance styles. By combining verbal and physical dia-
logue, students can effectively express and explore personal narratives of race,
gender, and health issues using culturally anchored dance styles. Similarly, visual
and oral storytelling has been noted as a powerful, cost-effective tool for curricu-
lum decolonization in the African higher education system by integrating global
perspectives and local indigenous narratives to interrogate social injustice and
marginalization and address existing social hierarchies (Mampane et al. 2018).
Working across disciplines, visual storytelling was used to unite Australian indige-
nous communities and researchers to co-create scientific knowledge to inform
policymaking. During workshops and interviews, photographs, videos, diagrams,
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and oral accounts were collated in order to better understand local perspectives
on marine food dependence, climate change, and coastal adaptation (Petheram
et al. 2015). Moreover, collaborative storytelling and theatrical practice helped re-
searchers and local communities to co-explore and reimagine the effects on the
lives of people in the USA and the United Kingdom of the projected results of cli-
mate change (Liguori et al. 2021; Shenk and Gutowski 2022) and to explore the
understanding of air pollution in Kenya (West et al. 2021).

Adamson et al. (2021) use storytelling across generations to facilitate commu-
nication between researchers and schoolchildren from varied cultural and socio-
economic backgrounds in the United Kingdom. Follow-up evaluation showed that
personal narratives and imaginative stories proved highly effective for (1) putting
a “human face” to abstract or complex scientific ideas; (2) developing common
ground between researchers and audiences via shared language and experience;
and (3) using co-creation to remove perceived power imbalances. Two examples
from the Netherlands use storytelling across geographical, disciplinary, and
professional boundaries. The first teaches video storytelling to masters students
worldwide (Fantini 2019), and the second develops StoryMaps collaboratively to
communicate research outputs to practice (Cortes Arevalo et al. 2020; Kok et al.
2022). Both projects demonstrate that storytelling enhances transdisciplinary
learning when students/researchers increase their understanding: (1) how to
structure and illustrate a story using the most appropriate resources (style, char-
acters, images, sounds, etc.); (2) storytelling as universal but not uniform prac-
tice. Clear consideration of the audience, message, and format ensures a balance
between local requirements while drawing inspiration from global, mainstream
communication platforms; (3) visual storytelling as an iterative process and col-
laborative craft. The storytelling team takes responsibility for their role (as ed-
itor, narrator, cameraperson, audio, sound engineer, etc.) while simultaneously
negotiating their choices with team members and audiences with different back-
grounds, understandings, and preferences.

While short-term storytelling effects, such as improving the engagement of
the variety of actors relevant to transdisciplinary learning, are more frequently
studied (Smeda et al. 2014), a key challenge for research and education is to mea-
sure how stories are directly or indirectly used by the audience and their long-
term efficacy for behavioral change (Wang et al. 2018). One of the few long-term
studies is Cordero et al. (2020), who surveyed pro-environmental decisions of
university graduates in the USA after they completed a university sustainability
course. The use of personal narratives embedded in the course highlights the rele-
vance of environmental issues, meaning that students considerably reduced their
carbon emissions long after course completion.

To conclude, by acting as storytellers, the researchers or students can acknowl-
edge the subjectivity of their stories and reflect on the stereotypes and dominant
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narratives they can reproduce. They can identify how to better care for and com-
municate trustingly with audiences in multiple societal groups. As a universal
but not uniform phenomenon, storytelling can facilitate communication across
boundaries of knowledge, power, and identities. At the same time, storytelling
remains situated in specific cultural contexts and traditions, making it relevant
and suitable to address local specificities. More and better documentation of cur-
rent and future storytelling applications within higher education and research is
needed to study the effects of storytelling. Finally, responsibly exploring different
storytelling methods and types help to value both the process and the output of
transdisciplinary learning.
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