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• Narratives are one of the six deep causes of our sustainability challenges identified by the SDG 
Transformations Forum

• How do (and can) environmental narratives transform?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One of our many pressing sustainability challenges is transforming the deep narratives that shape the way all of us go about our daily lives. I am the Lead Steward for a working group under the SDG Transformations Forum that is focused on developing systems that can transform narratives. A key question for that work is: how do environmental narratives transform?



Systematic literature review

• Academic literature – Web of Science and Scopus
• Title search for articles that were about narrative (or story or other similar terms) AND 

transformation (or change or other similar terms) AND sustainability (or environment or other 
similar terms)

• 2009 to present
• After removal of duplicates etc, this returned 655 articles
• Reviewed abstracts for sample from 2018-2019:

• 16% were sufficiently relevant to review in full – explicit discussion of narratives (or other 
terms) changing

• Another 33% may have an implicit theory of change that could be drawn out

• Presentation today is based on full review of 25 highly relevant articles from 2018-2019 and 
the abstract review
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• Memes
• Stories and other communicative forms
• Narratives / discourses / worldviews
• Deep narrative

How do environmental 
narratives change?
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Presentation Notes
Ontology – what structures does the theory bring to the fore? How does it see reality? Focusing in on just the narrative content, we can identify memes, stories, narratives or discourses, and deep narratives as key structures. These are not the only structures identified in the theories – many of the papers identify institutions or social fields, for example, but I have focused on the narrative element of institutions.



Memes

• Tropes
• Archetypes
• Metaphors
• Frames

Communicative 
forms

• Stories
• Arguments
• Art
• Information
• Rhetoric
• Visions

Narratives / 
discourses / 
worldviews

Deep narrative

A system of related 
communications 

that represents a 
central idea or belief

Pervasive, 
intractable 

narratives, e.g. 
neoliberalism
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Key points:
Storytellers select which story elements to include in their story and which to leave out. This is framing.
A story is only one kind of communication – there are plenty of others, like arguments and art and informational narratives. But stories are particularly powerful due to their structure.
Multiple stories (and other kinds of communication) give rise to narratives (or discourses) – a system of related communications that represents a central idea or belief
Narratives that become particularly pervasive and intractable are known as deep narratives. 
The narrative with the green arrow is an emerging narrative that is trying to challenge the dominant narrative.
The blue arrows indicate that there are recursive relationships – stories are constructed from elements, but the act of storytelling can also give rise to or change the meaning of story elements. Narratives are constructed from multiple stories but narratives also shape what stories are told. And deep narratives are formed from story elements and communications and narratives, but also shape and constrain all of the layers below.
The pace of change slows down from bottom to top – story elements evolve rapidly, communications almost as rapidly, narratives and discourses change much more slowly, and deep narratives evolve very slowly.
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• Personal
• Individual
• Community
• National
• Regional
• Global
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• Memes
• Stories and other communicative forms
• Narratives / discourses / worldviews
• Deep narrative
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What is the scale of change that they mainly focus on? Are they, for example, about how individuals pick up memes and spread them? Or, about how national discourses change over time?
The distinction I make here between the personal and individual is based on whether the theory is about how a person transforms their interior worldviews or takes a more exterior view of an individual as a potential carrier of a meme or story. It’s a distinction between, for example, transformative learning approaches which aim to create the conditions in which an individual can transform themselves, versus behavior change / communications theories where a change agent is trying to get individuals to do something.
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• Battle, struggle, competition
• Flanking
• Bridging / integrating
• Diffusion
• Amplification
• Evolution
• Construction
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• Dialogue
• Fertilisation
• Ossification
• Disruption
• Entanglement

• Memes
• Stories and other communicative forms
• Narratives / discourses / worldviews
• Deep narrative

• Personal
• Individual
• Community
• National
• Regional
• Global

Presenter
Presentation Notes
How do they characterize the process of change? Often, this is done through metaphor. Make the point that we might be wise to choose metaphors that are consistent with where we want to get to – bridging rather than battle, for example.
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• Memes
• Stories and other communicative forms
• Narratives / discourses / worldviews
• Deep narrative

• Personal
• Individual
• Community
• National
• Regional
• Global

• Individuals
• Discourses
• Discourse coalitions
• Stories / storylines
• Media actors
• Influencers
• Activists
• Disruptive events

• Battle, struggle, competition
• Flanking
• Bridging / integrating
• Diffusion
• Amplification
• Evolution
• Construction

• Dialogue
• Fertilisation
• Ossification
• Disruption
• Entanglement
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Finally, who do they see as the agents of change in this process? While these agents will often be human actors, they can also be non-human actors.



Conclusion (for now)

• Huge complexity due to diverse assumed ontologies, scales, process metaphors and agents
• This is appropriate due to varying contexts and scales in which people work
• An overly simplified summary:

1. Find ways to disrupt existing narrative landscape, or take advantage of disruptions that 
do occur, e.g.:
• Draw attention to contradictions in dominant narratives
• Connect with other emerging narratives

2. Deploy compelling memes and stories:
• More memorable and able to stick, i.e. compatible with human brains and culture
• Able to capture attention, perhaps through novelty or a new insight
• Tailored to the community of interest
• Includes a clear call and pathway to action

3. Create spaces where people can generate their own stories and pursue their own 
transformative learning



Survey link

New Stories for a Sustainable 
Future

https://utsau.au1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8w7wvs07eiGCWjz
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