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My love, when I see you,  

Your humble form,  

Bent at the knee by the oak,  

I see her:  

I see mother, protector and lover. 

I see your skin soft as paperbark,  

Your gentle divinity, your uncanny sublimity,  

Wrapped like a child, in blanket and wool.  

My love, come console me,  

Crumpled by lemon tree,  

I do not want to have  

To grieve for a planet.  

Taste on the wind, a sour unhappiness,  

I did not care ‘til it reached me,  

‘Til it knocked the fruit from my hands,  

And I could not eat.  

I took you for granted, my love,  

I let the silt on my feet stain your hearth and your carpet,  

I looked your people in the eye  

And filled my stomach with food. 

My love, whom I hold, with whom I weep and am intimate,  

My love, whom I fear, with whom I am unified,  

I am evil for neglecting you, when you called my name.  

I yearn, so nakedly, for the joy of a child,  

Please,   

For the love of God,  

Let me raise a child, 

It is a curse to be fertile while the land is not.  

It is not enough to tell you I am sorry,  

To deny my role; 

This dystopia my reality,  

Bury me deeply,  

I was, and I am, and I always will be,  

Quite simply,  

Quite completely,  

Yours.  

- An Ode to the Love of my Life, 09.08.19 
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Introduction 

‘We live in a strange world. But it’s the world my generation has been handed. 

It’s the only world we’ve got. We are now standing at a crossroads in history. We 

are failing but we have not yet failed. We can still fix this. It’s up to us.’  

– Greta Thunberg 

Human activity has resulted in unprecedented alterations to the earth’s climate, with multiple peer-

reviewed scientific journals reaching the consensus that planetary warming trends over the past century 

are highly likely to be human-induced (AAAS 2009, IPCC 2018, NASA 2020). Global research affirms 

that climate change is occurring presently and that its impacts are likely to catalyse drastic societal, 

economic and environmental change within the Anthropocene1, unless measures are adopted to reduce 

greenhouse emissions (Crutzen & Stoermer 2000, AAAS 2009). Despite the circulation of this 

information among Western industrialised nations, there remains persistent and unwavering inaction on 

climate change mitigation; a paralysis largely attributed to complex psychological processes that inhibit 

the accurate comprehension of global warming and its affects (Gifford 2011). Specifically, when 

confronted by the imminence of climate change, human beings have a tendency to shift blame, invent 

unrealistically optimistic outcomes and adopt states of ignorance and numbness as coping mechanisms 

(Gifford 2011). As such, we find ourselves in a vulnerable position that requires us to overcome 

significant psychological barriers in order to develop the remedies to an environmental crisis we have 

created for ourselves.  

Maintaining public interest in climate change is key to ideating and executing effective solutions to 

environmental problems (McComas & Shanahan 1999). However, our attention to discussions of 

climate change in the mass media is relentlessly challenged by competing interests, as outlets shift their 

focus regularly between stories to sustain the concentration of their audiences (McComas & Shanahan 

1999). As such, dramatic portrayals of environmental issues may only impact the public temporarily 

while they inhabit space within the media landscape. In addition to this, environmental issues in the 

mass media typically suffer from low audience tolerance; a phenomenon explained by issue-attention 

cycle theory (Downs 1972). Issue-attention cycle theory argues that public attention to issues such as 

climate change characteristically move through five stages: a pre-problem stage, a moment of panicked 

discovery, an intense enthusiasm directed towards eradicating the problem in an unrealistically short 

timeframe, a realisation of the costs associated with doing so, and a gradual decline in interest (Downs 

1972).  

The Media and Climate Change Observatory (MeCCO)’s Year End Retrospective reports provide a 

clear example of the way in which discussions of climate change pass through issue-attention cycle 

 
1 The Anthropocene refers to the current geologic time period on earth and operates on the basis that vital earth system 

processes are human-influenced. 
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theory’s proposed rotation. The MeCCO monitors 74 media sources from 38 countries, assembling data 

for the purpose of analysing trends in climate change coverage. In 2018, the organisation discovered 

that media attention to climate change ebbed and flowed amid challenging interests in other political, 

social and economic issues, spiking in October following the release of the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC)’s report on the impacts of 1.5 degree warming (MeCCO 2018, IPCC 2018). 

Throughout the year, coverage of climate change in the United States was often accompanied by 

mention of ‘President Trump’, skewing stories towards a political focus and rendering alternate angles 

invisible (MeCCO 2018). While data aggregated from international newspaper sources noted a 26% 

decrease in mentions of climate change from 2017 to 2018, media attention to the issue in October 

spiked by 51% from the previous year (MeCCO 2018). This oscillation between apathy and interest is 

key to understanding the irregularity of global attention towards climate change.   

Over the last two decades, a large proportion of climate change communication has focused on issues 

of uncertainty, aiming to prove the existence of human-induced global warming trends (Nerlich et al. 

2010). However, a paradigmatic shift is occurring presently in which leadership bodies are increasingly 

acknowledging the reality of climate change and the need to take urgent action to avoid its most extreme 

impacts (Nerlich et al. 2010). As such, communication efforts regarding climate change are increasingly 

prioritising the importance of adopting mitigation behaviours, rather than aiming to convince audiences 

that climate change is happening in the first place. In saying this, climate change communication 

remains ridden with complexity due to the complicated nature of global warming itself, and the 

communication methods required to accurately comprehend it (Nerlich et al. 2010).  

In this thesis, I explore the capabilities of imaginative storytelling to intervene in the space of climate 

change communication. I propose that drastically reimagining the way in which we weave the narrative 

of climate change has the propensity to reduce the psychological inhibitors associated with adopting 

effective pro-environmental behaviour and motivating action. This is because narrative is inseparable 

from human experience and is fundamental to our memories, societies and lives – it is the foundation 

on which our communication is built and consequently holds immense power within discussions of 

complex and existential issues (Deacon 1997, Young & Saver 2001, Wilson 2005, Harari 2014). I argue 

that climate change communication currently falls within the paradigmatic mode of cognitive 

functioning (Bruner 1987) and needs to be shifted towards the narrative alternative in order to 

effectively motivate action. That is, for discussions of climate change to alter the behaviour of an 

individual or group, they must exist within ‘the landscape of consciousness’ and the ‘vicissitudes of 

human intentions’ (Bruner 1987). Please see Appendix Figure 1 for a table briefly outlining the 

differences between paradigmatic and narrative modes of thought.  

Environmental problems are characteristically uncertain, non-linear and complex (Polk & Knutsson 

2008). As such, they require transdisciplinary approaches that incorporate insights from diverse actors, 
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interests and spheres of activity to ensure that their solutions are innovative and inclusive (Polk & 

Knutsson 2008). In order to guarantee that interventions in complex problem spaces such as climate 

change are effective and useful to stakeholders, Mitchell, Cordell and Fam (2016) propose that 

transdisciplinary research must ‘begin at the end’, by first engaging with the people and places affected 

by the issue, allowing for mutual learning and the co-production of knowledge. In addition, they argue 

that the transdisciplinary researcher must seek to address the following desired outcomes through the 

course of their inquiry: ‘changing the situation being addressed, making a contribution to stocks and 

flows of knowledge, and bringing about mutual and transformative learning’ (Fam et al. 2016). Polk 

(2015) provides a framework designed to promote the aforementioned outcomes through the in-depth 

participation of both researchers and non-expert stakeholders, stating that inclusion, collaboration, 

integration, usability and reflexivity are vital to the creation of successful solutions and interventions 

(Polk 2015). As such, to address the sophisticated intricacy of climate change and the challenges 

associated with intervening in its mitigation, a fundamentally transdisciplinary approach will be used 

to frame this research inquiry.  

To begin, I will first review existing literature across the disciplines of psychology, science, 

evolutionary theory and literary criticism (Chapter 1). In doing so, I will investigate the psychology of 

climate denial and the recommended methods for lessening its impact (Chapter 1.1), provide a brief 

history of the development of the human storytelling competency (Chapter 1.2) and conduct thought 

experiments designed to explore the ways in which we respond to story spiritually and emotionally 

(Chapter 1.3). As such, I will gather transdisciplinary insights to be shared and interrogated in the 

experimental phase of my research inquiry, allowing for mutual learning and the co-production of 

knowledge. I will then detail the methodology of an experiment devised to respond to the following 

hypothesis: that the emotions experienced during storytelling experiences mirror those exhibited during 

significant behaviour-changing moments in an individual’s life (Chapter 2). Finally, in Chapter 3 I will 

discuss the results of the experiment and present the implications of my findings.  

Polk (2015) argues that reflexive practice in transdisciplinary research is ‘foundational to producing 

legitimate and socially accountable knowledge’ by allowing an individual the opportunity to scrutinise 

their epistemological, ontological and axiological preferences (Polk 2015, Fam et al. 2016). As such, a 

crucial element of this research project will involve the inclusion of poems, fictional vignettes and 

journal excerpts in order to map and express my own emotional trajectory throughout the duration of 

the research process. The appearance of these within the body of the thesis will be signalled by images 

of our earth; the planet that continues to encourage and inspire me, and with whom I find new reasons 

to fall in love every day.  

It is my belief that in order to motivate individuals to take action on climate change, their humanity 

must be engaged and their minds and hearts moved. Through this research endeavour, I aim to uncover 
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the universal emotions that underpin our human experience; that call to our humanity and catalyse deep 

and change-making thought. By engaging with transdisciplinary insights and non-expert stakeholders, 

I hope to identify the existence of a psychological and spiritual switch that shifts human beings from 

apathy to mobilisation and has the power to convince us wholeheartedly and unashamedly that action 

on climate change is an imperative. Moreover, I aim to test whether this sublime sensation of 

commitment to change can be evoked through the art of storytelling. To allow for this, I propose that 

we must give our hearts the freedom to break – we must permit our souls to mourn, believe 

wholeheartedly in the power of hope, trust in the evolution of our imaginations and embrace 

unabashedly our ability to relate to one another through shared experience and narrative.  

Thank you, for opening your heart to the possibility of an intervention in climate change communication 

and education that celebrates spirit and story; for reading, for allowing yourself to mourn and rejoice, 

and for lending your imagination to an alternate state of being, even if only for a little while.   
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Make me weep 

Make me break 

Console me 

For I am weak 

I read and I write and I listen 

The insides of my beating cavity 

Heavy with the grief that you are selling me. 

Praise the science 

Curse the man 

All I was and all I am 

Light to brevity 

Steal my sanity 

Breathe into me 

This canopy 

This green abyss of empathy. 

Tease me with hope 

I’ll follow; 

I’m following 

Lure me in with cures 

Cured meat 

I am nothing 

Nothing at all. 

The lungs are alight 

It will be alright 

I whisper into my own pillow at night; 

But the fruit will stop growing 

Are the rivers still flowing? 

My news is skewed 

Surely 

I must be mistaken 

Forsaken 

Give me the key to the city 

Darling, your legs are shaking. 

It’s not meant to be like this 

I wanted a forest 

I wanted a daughter 

I wanted a constellation for my own admiration 

Is it selfish 

To want? Anything at all? 

If we are going, let’s go together my love 

Down, down 

Where it’s dark and my parents are 

Hungry but eating, feeding 

I am running, still 

But I’m keening 

It is so peaceful here in the backyard 

You would have no idea 

The rest of the house is on fire. 

 

- Song for a Planet, 27.08.19 
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Chapter 1: A Literature Review 

1.1 The Psychology of Denial  

For a large body of the population, the impacts of climate change are not recognised as requiring 

immediate attention, as they are essentially invisible (McDonald et al. 2015, Brügger et al. 2016). This 

results in a problematic stagnancy in which individuals do not deem themselves to be personally at risk 

of being affected, and consequently fail to develop the motivation needed to instigate mitigation 

behaviours. This phenomenon is particularly common to Western industrialised nations who, despite 

their disproportionate contributions to anthropogenic climate change, are most likely to perceive its 

affects as a distant threat that does not necessitate urgent action (Brügger et al. 2016, Schuldt et al. 

2018).  

The paralysis experienced by those psychologically removed from the proximity of climate change was 

speculatively distilled into three broad phases of cognitive inhibition by Robert Gifford in 2011, the 

first of which comprises a genuine ignorance and unawareness of the problem. This may be extrapolated 

into two components: a lack of knowledge regarding the causes and extent of climate change, and a 

misunderstanding of the actions needed to reduce individual impact (once cognisance of the issue has 

been achieved). Following this is the appearance of internal psychological processes that interfere with 

effective behaviour change, culminating in the third and final outcome: inadequate action which fails 

to produce long-lasting or productive impacts (Gifford 2011). In addition, Gifford notes humanity’s 

ingrained tendency to divert responsibility to deities, entities, emergent technology and supra-human 

forces when faced with the panic of an existential threat (Gifford 2011).  

In order to justify this response, researchers have habitually called upon Construal Level Theory (CLT) 

as a means of explaining the psychology behind the denial of the imminence and severity of climate 

change and its consequences (Broomell et al. 2015, McDonald et al. 2015, Brügger et al. 2016, Schuldt 

et al. 2018). CLT is defined as ‘an account of how psychological distance influences individuals’ 

thoughts and behaviour’ (Trope et al. 2007) and is based on the assumption that human beings can only 

directly experience their present situation (Brügger et al. 2016). Thus, CLT argues that the further away 

an object is from an individual’s immediate circumstances, the more effort they must make to construe 

it, and subsequently, the more generalised and abstract their resulting idea of it will be (Brügger et al. 

2016, Trope et al. 2007). This framework provides an effective lens through which to view and analyse 

the attributes of climate change denial, and the role psychological distance plays in defining the current 

prevailing public paradigm.  

Psychological distance is a component of CLT that denotes the mental space individuals place between 

themselves and the events and objects which they understand to be distant spatially, temporally, socially 

and hypothetically (Trope et al. 2007, McDonald et al. 2015, Schuldt et al. 2018). According to the 

premise of CLT, objects that are psychologically ‘close’ are characterised by concrete, rational thought, 
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and those that are ‘distant’ consist of abstract ‘big-picture’ conceptualisations (Trope et al. 2007, 

McDonald et al. 2015, Schuldt et al. 2018). The psychological distance of climate change is exemplified 

by the idea that its impacts are occurring in places with which we are not familiar, to strangers from 

whom we are far removed, in a future too remote to accurately comprehend (McDonald et al. 2015, 

Brügger et al. 2016, Schuldt et al. 2018). In addition to this, research in Western nations indicates that 

a large body of the population systematically misunderstands climate change and the measures required 

for its mitigation (Broomell et al. 2015), making effective behaviour change unavoidably difficult in 

the face of what appear to be impassable psychological barriers and substantial misconceptions.  

In response, reducing the psychological distance of climate change among Western audiences has been 

repeatedly proposed as a strategy for increasing individuals’ predicted willingness to respond to its 

challenges (Broomell et al. 2015, Brügger et al. 2016, Schuldt et al. 2018). However, the outcomes of 

studies aiming to prove the former hypothesis are conflicted and unclear. An experiment measuring 

general intentions and willingness to engage in specific mitigation actions conducted by Broomell et al. 

in 2015 revealed that the three dominant predictors of endorsing action are pro-environmental 

worldview, personal experience with global warming2, and feelings of self-efficacy3. However, the 

relative importance of each varied systematically in the data, resulting in an inability to determine the 

exact role of decreased psychological distance in instigating action. Hart et al.’s 2014 study of the 

relationship between the physical proximity of climate mitigation projects and community support 

found that affective (that is, emotional) responses to climate change in general do not influence 

decision-making; however affective responses to specific projects do (Hart et al. 2014). Similarly, in 

2016, Brügger et al. directed a study in which participants engaged with a series of manipulations 

designed to induce both proximal and distant perspectives of climate change (Brügger et al. 2016). The 

results affirmed an established obstacle in the literature: the absence of a direct correlation between 

minimised psychological distance and individual action. As such, the body of existing research in this 

area suggests that simply proximising climate change to the Western public will not straightforwardly 

increase their motivation to undertake mitigation actions.  

‘At one extreme, a favourite armchair is a place, at the other extreme the whole earth’.  

– Yi-Fu Tuan 

Similarly to psychological distance, place attachment theory has been cited as a mental phenomenon 

with the ability to influence an individual’s likelihood to act on climate change (Schumaker et al. 1999, 

Scannell 2009, Gosling et al. 2010, Devine-Wright et al. 2015, De Dominicis et al. 2015). Place 

 
2 In their study, Broomell et al. use the term ‘global warming’ (GW) as a substitute for ‘climate change’; however the two bear 

the same connotation for the purposes of analysing behaviour patterns. 
3 Self-efficacy was first defined in 1986 by Albert Bandura as a ‘judgement of one’s capability to accomplish a certain level 

of performance’, reflecting an individual’s confidence in their ability to exert control over their motivation, behaviour and 

social environment.  
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attachment theory, a concept derived from John Bowlby’s 1988 ‘attachment theory’4, refers to the 

emotions and affective relationships that connect people to places (Bretherton 1992); comprising ‘the 

overall feelings, bonds, thoughts and behavioural intentions that people develop over time in relation to 

their social-physical environment’ (De Dominicis et al. 2015). Hummon (1992) defines place 

attachment as ‘emotional involvement with places’; a notion furthered by Brown et al. (1992) who 

reason that place attachments are ‘integral to self-definitions, including individual and communal 

aspects of identity’.  

As place attachment is one of the most crucial social-psychological processes involved in people-

environment transactions, its role in environmental risk perception, motivating action on climate change 

and encouraging conservation behaviour has been tested and interrogated in multiple studies (Gosling 

et al. 2010, Devine-Wright et al. 2015, De Dominicis et al. 2015). Research endeavours examining the 

relationship between place attachment and environmentally responsible behaviour have typically 

analysed an individual’s likelihood to participate in low-cost, low-effort activities, such as sensible use 

of electricity and the reduction of litter (Vaske et al. 2001, Stedman 2002, Halpenny 2006). In doing so, 

these experiments have worked to identify a predictive relationship between place attachment and an 

individual’s willingness to alter their behaviour in favour of environmentally conservative actions. This 

notion was furthered in 2010 when Gosling et al. observed that connectedness to nature positively 

affects the way in which farmers manage native vegetation on their farms (Gosling et al. 2010). 

Similarly, in 2015, De Dominicis et al. aimed to identify whether place attachment moderates the 

relationship between risk perception5 and preventative behaviours, specifically related to the mitigation 

of flood risk in Rome and Vibo Valentia; two places with moderate and high flood risk respectively (De 

Dominicis et al. 2015). The study found that place attachment is indeed positively related to the 

implementation of coping behaviours; however whether this attachment was most effective at a local 

or global scale was not identified.  

In 2015, Devine-Wright et al. addressed this gap in the literature by arguing that ideas of belonging and 

stewardship must be developed on a planetary scale in order to successfully respond to climate change. 

The study’s hypothesis (that place attachment influences a person’s willingness to act on climate 

change) was tested on 1, 147 participants Australia-wide via a survey determining the subject of their 

place attachment and their climate change opinions. The authors found that the ‘Planet First’ subgroup 

(those who exhibited the most loyalty and emotional connection to the planet holistically, rather than to 

 
4 ‘Attachment theory’ draws on concepts from ethology, cybernetics, information processing, developmental psychology and 

psychoanalysis to define interpersonal relationships between people. The theory was originally used to analyse the bond 

between mother and child at birth and in early childhood, but has since been expanded to include the connections between 

humans and their environments.  
5 Risk perception is defined by Slovic (1987) as an intuitive judgement of risks, made by individuals and groups, in the context 

of limited and uncertain information. It dictates an individual’s interpretation or impression of the risk related to the object or 

event that is perceived as a threat. In saying this, it is important to note that risk perception varies among individuals, dependent 

on factors such as gender and age. 
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their nation or neighbourhood) were statistically more likely to believe that climate change is happening 

presently and that it is human-induced, underscoring a causal relationship between global place 

attachment and willingness to minimise the impacts of anthropogenic climate change (Devine-Wright 

et al. 2015). Further, the data revealed that respondents in the ‘Planet First’ subgroup displayed a higher 

propensity for optimism and possessed the ability to visualise opportunities arising from climate action. 

As such, the results indicated a correlation between planetary empathy (that is, a more biospheric 

epistemology) and the ability to envision positive outcomes (Devine-Wright et al. 2015). Additionally, 

individuals in the ‘Planet First’ subgroup demonstrated the capacity to foresee improved social 

connection and the potential for community growth as encouraging consequences of climate change 

action (Devine-Wright et al. 2015). In this way, the literature reassuringly exhibits opportunities to 

guide individuals towards motivation by expanding their empathy beyond the limitations of an 

anthropocentric worldview.  

Bringing together the theories of CLT, psychological distance and place attachment raises important 

questions about the potential role of storytelling in stimulating change. For example, how might 

storytelling be used to emulate the emotions that are suggested in the literature to elicit the desire to act 

on climate change? If planetary place attachment has the potential to motivate pro-environmental 

behaviour, how might narrative techniques be harnessed to bring renewed importance to the earth on a 

global scale? Storytelling is imperative to human intelligence; to the way in which we construct identity, 

sense-make in response to complexity, comprehend our past and anticipate our future (Rutledge 2018). 

Our brains are neurologically programmed to process stories and we are uniquely capable of 

empathising with and understanding phenomena outside that of our own lived experience (Hunte & 

Golembiewski 2014). As such, the implementation of storytelling in the space of climate change 

education could drastically alter the way in which we perceive our home and planet, and the means by 

which our hearts are moved and our bodies mobilised to prioritise its protection.  

1.2 A Brief History of Storytelling 

‘Telling effective stories is not easy. The difficulty lies not in telling the story, but 

in convincing everyone else to believe it. Much of history revolves around this 

question: how does one convince millions of people to believe particular stories 

about gods, or nations, or limited liability companies? Yet, when it succeeds, it 

gives Sapiens immense power, because it enables millions of strangers to 

cooperate and work towards common goals. Just try to imagine how difficult it 

would have been to create states, or churches, or legal systems if we could only 

speak about things that really exist, such as rivers, trees and lions.’  

– Yuval Noah Harari 

Around 70, 000 years ago, during a moment in time known as the Cognitive Revolution, Sapiens 

developed linguistic skills that enabled for the communication of sophisticated social information 

(Harari 2014). A natural affinity for language equipped our species with the proficiencies needed to 
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develop our storytelling competency, from which arose an unprecedented ability to imagine – that is, 

to conduct complex thought experiments for the purpose of sensemaking, predicting, and eventually, 

ideating immersive fictions (Deacon 1997, Wilson 2005, Harari 2014). Almost miraculously, the 

innovative activity of our minds provided us with the aptitude to will the non-existent into reality, 

allowing for the maintenance of societal order and structure:   

‘There are no gods in the universe, no nations, no money, no human rights, no laws, 

and no justice outside the common imagination of human beings.’  

– Yuval Noah Harari 

The processes of storytelling and imagining afford us the liberty to construct narratives about ourselves 

and the environments with which we interact, making the methods involved in recounting and inventing 

vital sensemaking tools for humanity (Rutledge 2018). As such, changing the way in which we perceive 

an entity or concept calls for a drastic reimagining of the stories and language we use to define and 

discuss it, as narrative structures remain the primary vehicle for our comprehension, communication 

and entertainment.  

‘Place a group of monkeys or apes in a room together, and if they do not fight or 

mate, they will groom each other. Repeat the same experiment with a group of 

people, and if they do not fight or mate, they will talk’.  

– Daniel Nettle 

Before the development of our narrative minds, human beings were intensely social linguistic creatures 

(Deacon 1997, Wilson 2005, Harari 2014). Through the process of evolution, a preference for 

conversation overtook in humans the grooming mechanism developed by monkeys and apes (Nettle 

2005, Harari 2014). As such, instead of relying upon physicality and touch to establish connection, we 

turned to language; finding a source of comfort, joy and mutuality in the activity of exchanging words 

as meaningful social currency (Nettle 2005). Harari (2014) attributes this enhancement of 

communication to our inherent need to share social information, postulating that Sapiens evolved to 

speak in order to ‘gossip effectively’: a pastime that apes expressed a keen interest in undertaking, but 

were biologically unable to achieve (Harari 2014). Today, humankind continues to use language as a 

crucial economy of reference; depending upon words, and by extension, stories, to comprehend and 

articulate objects, events and relationships, and to transmit information cross-generationally (Deacon 

1997, Wilson 2005). Within this evolutionary advantage lies an intriguing paradox that sits at the heart 

of this research inquiry: all that is within the realm of our human understanding exists within the 

discourse of language. It is words, their ordering in sentences, and their grouping to form coherent ideas 

and symbols that provides an irremovable lens through which we view our world and ourselves. The 

human intellect is both derived from and reliant upon the language it is obliged to use. Thus, enormous 

power is bestowed upon the words we choose to convey meaning and communicate that which we 

experience. We are, knowingly or not, deeply trained in language: it is simultaneously the most binding 
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and freeing constraint on our expression. Therefore, it is of unequal importance that we tread lightly as 

we explore and advocate to change the ecosystem of vocabulary used to tell the story of climate change 

and its impacts.  

‘Caring nothing for the division between food and bad literature, narrative is 

international, transhistorical, transcultural: it is simply there, like life itself.’  

– Roland Barthes 

To extrapolate this idea further, it may be argued that while language plays a critical role in our 

understanding and communication of complex phenomena, it is the narratives woven from these 

dialogues that ultimately impact our judgement of largely incomprehensible issues such as climate 

change. According to the body of research provided by evolutionary literary theory, human beings have 

cultivated narrative minds for two fundamental reasons: the communication of information, and the 

power of collective imagining (Deacon 1997, Wilson 2005, Harari 2014). The former is argued by 

Wilson (2005) who in his essay Evolutionary Social Constructivism delivers evidence in support of the 

claim that the human propensity for storytelling may be viewed as an evolutionary adaptation; 

interrogating in particular the idea that stories possess a gene-like quality (Wilson 2005). Wilson’s 

theory highlights the importance of stories and storytelling in human modification as he explains that 

narratives, like genes, contain information about adaptations that have surpassed natural selection, and 

act as a guidebook for the continuation and flourishing of human life:  

‘Genes contain the information about adaptations that have been hard-won by the 

process of natural selection. Genes are also designed to transmit the information 

with high fidelity across generations. If non-genetic evolutionary processes exist, 

the information from those processes must also exist in some form that can be 

transmitted with high fidelity. Stories have these gene-like properties.’  

– David Wilson 

As a species, we are able to create and comprehend stories effortlessly, often with little to no conscious 

awareness that we are doing so (Wilson 2005). Our ability to translate thought, feeling and information 

into narrative form is an essential element of our communication process, without which we would 

struggle to articulate with certainty and complexity that which we experience (McEwan 2001). In 

addition to their communication benefits, language and story offer human beings a means of probing 

imagined scenarios, facilitating our aptitude for securely predicting outcomes within the safe-to-fail 

cocoon of hypothetical thought (Boyd 2005). Further to this, it has been proposed that using narrative 

techniques to test possibilities without risking physical harm is an activity that human beings enjoy – 

we find amusement and pleasure in the exercise of engaging emotion for its own sake and thinking 

deeply about that which does not exist (Deacon 1997, Boyd 2005). This method of sensemaking is 

ultimately challenged by climate change; a potentially existential event that extends beyond our learned 

capacity for temporal and hypothetical understanding. As such, it is of immense importance to consider 
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the ways in which we might tailor creative thought experiments around climate change in order to 

catalyse positive emotions, generate hopeful narratives and elicit a belief in the power to act within an 

actively imagining individual. I speculate that a method for doing so involves deep emotional 

excavation and the stimulation of feelings associated with meaningful behaviour change; involving first 

the engagement of a singular person and afterwards, the collective.  

‘We alone brood about what didn’t happen, and spend a large part of each day 

musing about the way things could have been if events had transpired differently. 

And we alone ponder what it will be like not to be.’  

– Terrence Deacon 

Upon the commencement of my project, I harboured the assumption that there exists a common human 

consciousness and therefore a shared human imagination; one with the ability to conjure universal hope 

and vision. What I have found reassuring in my examination of the literature thus far is that evolutionary 

literary theory aims to prove the existence of both. In his 2005 work Evolutionary Theories of Art, Brian 

Boyd examines the relationship between attention and imagination, stating that all intelligent animals 

have the competency to focus on the present, immediate future and occasionally their personal past. 

However, human beings, over the course of our evolution and adaptation have cultivated the unique 

skill to be able to hone our attention collectively on that which is possible and impossible, counterfactual 

or fictional, and hypothetical (Boyd 2005).  

Furthering this concept, McEwan (2001) contends that storytelling is a common feature of our humanity 

that allows for the curation of a collective consciousness; positing the idea that there exists a universal 

human nature that is both illuminated and questioned in storytelling and, by extension, literature (a 

notion I will explore further in the following sub-chapter). McEwan hypothesises that it is the capacity 

of our imaginations that allows us to engage with stories cross-temporally and cross-culturally 

(McEwan 2001). He states that humankind shares an ‘emotional ground’ and ‘deep reservoir of 

assumptions’ (McEwan 2001) that equip our brains with the spiritual intelligence and universal 

understanding required to comprehend and feel, as if they were our own, the emotions and experiences 

of others, leaving us with an evolutionary ability to empathise. McEwan asserts that without this inbuilt 

skill; ‘we would find it virtually impossible to form and sustain relationships, read expressions or 

intentions, or perceive how we ourselves are understood’ (McEwan 2001). The shared biology and 

genetic coding that enables us to be narrative creatures additionally allows us to imagine collectively, 

providing us with the intelligence and creativity needed to make sense of our lives; to assign meaning 

to the essentially meaningless, provide social structure and develop cultural norms (Deacon 1997, 

McEwan 2001, Harari 2014). If it is indeed the case that humanity shares invented and accepted 

paradigms, McEwan muses that shifts in the ideology of humankind are not easily achievable, and if 

they do occur, they must instigate historical transformation so as to be considered true changes to human 

nature, rather than isolated fluctuations dependent on epoch and circumstance (McEwan 2001). 
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While storytelling exists ubiquitously as intangible social and public narratives, it also manifests itself 

in literature, art, song and dance. Our lives are comprised of the stories that we consume; those that 

endure in our memories and continue to direct the course of our lives and the formation of our values. 

Research suggests that engaging with literary fiction improves our capacity for empathy and profound 

understanding (Kidd et al. 2013), while more anecdotal evidence speaks beautifully to the deep spiritual 

capability of an exchange between artist and individual (Lorca 1933, Cave 1999). As such, I begin the 

proceeding literary exploration with the following question in mind: does fiction bear the characteristics 

needed to summon changemaking behaviour in the human heart? And if indeed it does, is its form 

accessible enough to instigate global action?  
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Tell me when I lost it;   

The roots from my feet,   

The sap in my veins.   

 

When did my childhood   

Hands grow callouses?  

When did I harden to it;   

I was supple, wasn’t I?   

 

Nothing worries me more   

Than a colony on the moon.  

 

- A Short Revelation, 05.08.19 
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1.3 Dancing with Duende: How We Do (Or Do Not) Respond to Story 

Engaging with literature allows human beings the unique ability to understand the thoughts, feelings 

and psychological states of other individuals (Kidd et al. 2013). Fiction specifically has been speculated 

to aid in the expansion of our knowledge regarding the complexity of the human experience as it trains 

our minds to recognise similarities between our own lives and those of others (Kidd et al. 2013). As 

such, imaginative works in the space of climate change have the potential to lessen the mental distance 

between a person and their world, by encouraging the acknowledgement and meaningful consideration 

of experiences outside their own.  

In 2013, Kidd et al. conducted an experiment with the purpose of identifying whether reading literary 

fiction6 improves Theory of Mind (ToM)7 in adults, proposing that; ‘fiction may change how, not just 

what, people think about others’ (Kidd et al. 2013). The authors proposed that creative texts have the 

functions required to convey social values, reduce the strangeness of others and curate an inclusive 

dialogue in which a readership must interpret and sense-make with little authoritative guidance, 

ultimately catalysing subtle yet effective ToM processes (Kidd et al. 2013). In order to test their 

hypothesis, Kidd et al. compared the effects of reading literary fiction with those of reading non-fiction 

and concluded that individuals who engage with imaginative texts show a higher propensity for ToM – 

that is, they display an enhanced ability to predict and empathise with the mental states of others (Kidd 

et al. 2013). While this outcome is inherently encouraging in terms of illustrating the innate power of 

literary fiction to improve empathy, the impacts were notably short-term, with readers exhibiting only 

a temporary alteration of ToM procedures (Kidd et al. 2013).  

The potential for fiction to motivate action on climate change was investigated by Schneider-Mayerson 

in 2018 through an empirical survey of readers’ reactions to climate fiction (cli-fi). Schneider-

Mayerson’s study examined responses from 161 crowd-sourced participants who read and commented 

on a selection of acclaimed cli-fi novels in the United States. The results uncovered that cli-fi’s 

readership comprises primarily of those with pre-existing environmental concerns, namely younger, 

more liberal individuals, and as such is unlikely to instigate meaningful behaviour change within 

climate change sceptics and deniers (Schneider-Mayerson 2018). Despite this, Schneider-Mayerson’s 

data revealed the capacity of narratives explicitly centred on climate change to instigate dramatic 

emotional responses in an audience, stating that research participants commonly cited negative affective 

reactions to that which they read. Whether these intense feelings of concern lead to changes in behaviour 

was not stipulated by the study’s findings, with further research needed to accurately comprehend the 

role of environmental literature and art in promoting legitimate transformation to an individual’s actions 

 
6 Literary fiction is defined by Mikail Bakhtin (1984) as polyphonic (that which involves many sounds). Bakhtin suggested 

that there ought to be space within texts for readers to insert their own voices into the narrative.  
7 Theory of Mind (ToM) is a term originating from ‘philosophy of mind’; an inquiry into the human capacity to interpret, 

explain and predict the behaviour of other people. While it has most commonly been linked to the development of social skills 

in children, it maintains influence in adult life in the form of empathy and relational understanding.  
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and epistemology. Despite this, Schneider-Mayerson’s pilot study provides a crucial foundation for 

understanding the ways in which climate fiction generates an emotional response in its readership. 

In contrast to the analytical and experimental approach of Kidd et al. and Schneider-Mayerson lies 

Federico Garcia Lorca’s theory of Duende; a philosophy that leans into the elusive, liminal and 

ephemeral; speaking of spirit and magic, and serving to describe the unutterable. Lorca delicately 

compiles the essence of Duende into the following definition: 

‘The Duende is a momentary burst of inspiration, the blush of all that is truly alive, all that 

the performer is creating at a certain moment. It manifests itself principally among 

musicians and poets of the spoken word, rather than among painters and architects, for it 

needs the trembling of a moment and then a long silence.’  

– Federico Garcia Lorca 

In Spanish folklore, the Duende denotes a ‘theological demon of doubt’, traditionally conceptualised as 

a mischievous house goblin (Maurer 1955). In the former evocative prose, Lorca marks the distinction 

between the creature and the spirit, capturing the idea that the Duende – a deep, transcendent struggle 

between artist and art – makes its presence known through voice, rhythm and dance, requiring the 

uninterrupted attention of a moved audience to elicit the transfer of emotion (Lorca 1933). In order to 

illustrate this concept, Lorca calls upon the example of the Andalusian cante jondo (‘deep song’): a 

category of Andalusian music which he insists must not be confused with flamenco compositions:  

‘The essential difference between cante jondo and flamenco is that the origin of 

the former must be sought in the primitive musical systems of India, that is, in the 

first manifestations of song, while the latter, a consequence of the first, cannot be 

said to acquire its definitive form until the eighteenth century. The former is song 

imbued with the mysterious colour of primordial ages; the latter is relatively 

modern, its emotional interest eclipsed by that of the other. Spiritual colour versus 

local colour: that is the profound difference.’ 

 – Federico Garcia Lorca 

The cante jondo provides an excellent example of the innate energy and influence of Duende and its 

inimitable capability to raise a spiritual importance and primal movement within the heart and body; 

existing in moments fraught with emotion in which our humanity is at its clearest and most undeniable. 

To further this notion, Lorca asserts that when correctly evoked, the Duende has the ability to 

effortlessly communicate metaphor, creating a transient oneness able to unify those delivering and those 

experiencing the inexplicable beauty of art (Lorca 1933). Simply; the Duende is an instinct, an 

inexplicable burst of passion (like dancing nakedly); it is a belly laugh and a primitive sob, ‘it brings to 

old planes unknown feelings of freshness, with the quality of something newly created, like a miracle, 

and it produces an almost religious enthusiasm’ (Lorca 1933). For an elaborated account of my own 

interpretation of the Duende, please see Appendix Figure 2. The sentiment of the Duende is echoed by 

Nick Cave in his ‘Lecture on the Love Song’ delivered in Vienna in 1999, in which he discusses his 
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relationship to the universality of song-writing, stating: ‘[A true love song] is the howl in the void, for 

love and for comfort, and it lives on the lips of the child crying for its mother. It is the cry of one chained 

to earth, to the ordinary and to the mundane, craving flight: a flight into inspiration and imagination and 

divinity.’ As such, examples in both modern literature (Kidd et al. 2013) and more personal accounts 

allude to the conclusion that truly influential experiences involving the creation and witnessing of art 

are ultimately inseparable from what appear to be intensely universal, profound emotions that allow for 

our comprehension of the lives and experiences of others.  

Upon learning of the Duende and its indivisibility from transcendent encounters, I became 

wholeheartedly convinced that its evocation must provide the answer to the question of conjuring 

empathy and imagination – that the term itself was created to fill the gap that no word in English is able 

to fill: a combination of the exuberant and phenomenal rapture that accompanies an experience of great 

art. However, after a revelation at the School Strike for Climate on the 20th of September 2019, I became 

aware that the Duende is not necessarily reliably conjurable. At the rally, I experienced a severe 

emotional response to the event; one that I felt generate an acute and tangible feeling of hope in my 

core. However, I quickly understood that the sensation did not arise from the music played, the talks 

delivered nor the conversations in which I was involved. The giddy and overwhelming motivation I 

sensed was derived from my observation of the sheer volume of people I witnessed coming together in 

the space; the image of tens of thousands of people gathering for a common cause. It was from this 

visual experience that my bubbling optimism surfaced.  

Following my revelation, I penned a stream-of-consciousness piece (available in Appendix Figure 3) in 

which I came to the conclusion that Duende is in fact dependent on the individual and cannot be 

simplified or reduced to apply holistically to global audiences. As I wrote, it became clear to me that 

my sense of enthusiasm and elation was dictated by my involvement in the action. I asked myself then; 

how might people be mobilised so that they are exposed, as I was, to the circumstances required for the 

generation of actionable motivation? Is this mobilisation achievable through art, or only through life 

experience? I pivoted from this question; speculating that perhaps the primary inquiry of this research 

project is less about the ways in which storytelling in the form of art might generate actionable empathy, 

but rather about identifying the common characteristics of defining moments in an individual’s life that 

have already driven them to action and developing a framework around the shared features of those 

events.  

In a surge of inspiration, I realised that instances of Duende are exclusive to the individual; that 

emotional responses to stimulus of any kind are certain to be vastly different from person to person. For 

some, an experience of Duende might not arise from engaging with fiction, simply because the form of 

the written story is not one that unanimously instigates an affective reaction in an audience. In saying 

this, it is additionally important to acknowledge that art is not always accessible, in fact it is often 
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restricted for the consumption of a privileged few. In cases in which fiction and other modes of creative 

expression are available to diverse audiences, individuals may not be directly interested in engaging 

with them due to personal preference. As such, storytelling in the form of fiction may not conclusively 

provide the most effective method for catalysing behaviour change in global audiences.  

Instead, a moment of Duende could arise from a picture, a placard, a conversation or a memory. I myself 

have read poems, books and papers on climate change; I have listened to protest songs and attended 

exhibitions, yet it is not until I am writing my own material or raising my voice in a collective chant 

that I truly sense the actionable empathy that I am attempting to recreate in this study. I understand now 

that this is because of the ways in which I process information and emotion – that is, my capacity to be 

moved by a moment of Duende relies on my modes of sensemaking, thinking and feeling. As such, I 

propose that the focus of this inquiry ought to be on the emotions associated with the telling and 

experiencing of stories; not necessarily through fiction, but rather through transcendent social narratives 

and communication modes. This is because we can be certain that human beings feel, and it is through 

the understanding of these feelings that we may be able to drastically change the way in which people 

think and respond psychologically and emotionally to climate change.  

‘The language of the emotions…is certainly of importance for the welfare of mankind.’  

– Charles Darwin 
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I want to start this journal with an observation: something I noticed today as I sat at a café in a 

transformed convent in Melbourne, and something I have recognised during other seemingly 

insignificant moments. It is the experience of everyday wonder. The mundane made sublime. The 

simple made enormously powerful. It starts as a feeling of deep, warm gratitude in the middle of the 

belly, then extends into an almost indescribable emotion; something like immense joy and 

contemplation. It is subtle, but incredibly moving; it is the appreciation of beauty, it is the sensation 

of falling in love with the world anew. It engulfs the body from the inside out and moves the sensitive 

heart to tears, all for witnessing a tree in the sun, a father and daughter, a gathering of loved ones, 

children dancing. It is the feeling of a first ‘I love you’, of a Sunday coffee, of a slow and gentle 

afternoon. I am 22 now, and I am so unbelievably grateful for the moments of everyday wonder that 

unfailingly and lovingly remind me of who I am and what I love, like an old friend opening their 

front door with arms extended and the words; ‘I never forgot; welcome home.’ 

- A Journal Excerpt, 14.9.2019 
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1.4 The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 

The preceding transdisciplinary literature review reveals a notable gap between apathy and action on 

climate change, outlining the psychological barriers that inhibit our comprehension of complex 

environmental phenomena and alluding to the opportunity for storytelling to intervene in this space. In 

Chapter 1.1, an exploration of CLT and psychological distance highlighted that climate change is 

largely incomprehensible to Western audiences as its impacts ‘are occurring in places with which we 

are not familiar, to strangers from whom we are far removed, in a future too remote to accurately 

comprehend’. Complementing this finding, in Chapter 1.3, it was uncovered that by engaging with 

literature, human beings are afforded ‘the unique ability to understand the thoughts, feelings and 

psychological states of other individuals’, indicating the potential for fiction to draw the reality of 

climate change closer to a removed audience. Similarly, Chapter 1.2 outlined the ways in which human 

beings effortlessly use narratives to communicate, sense-make and predict, emphasising the 

inseparability of storytelling and the human experience. As such, existing research across fields implies 

that stories have the capacity to bridge the gap between apathy and action on climate change. Despite 

this, the role of imaginative and emotional storytelling is not presently being acknowledged in climate 

change education.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The increasing uncertainty and complexity of environmental problems calls for the development of 

competencies that allow individuals to respond adequately to situations in which their humanity is likely 

to be challenged (UNESCO 2017). In order to become sustainability change-makers, people must be 

able to analyse complex systems, anticipate multiple future scenarios, reflect on and question their 
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Figure 1: Visualisation of Missing Link Between Apathy and Action on Climate Change 
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ideals, think strategically, learn from and relate to others, and problem-solve (UNESCO 2017). This is 

stipulated in the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO)’s 2017 

document Education for Sustainable Development Goals (ESDG) – a guide designed to aid educators 

in the development of teaching material for the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

ESDG categorises the learning objectives associated with each SDG into the cognitive, socio-emotional 

and behavioural competencies needed to achieve the goal’s desired outcomes. While the cognitive and 

behavioural domains deal closely with knowledge and action, socio-emotional skills are associated with 

collaboration, communication and the construction of individual and collective identity; processes that 

rely on storytelling and narrative structures for their success (UNESCO 2017, Rutledge 2018). As such, 

an intervention that uses affective storytelling to motivate action on climate change sits most 

comfortably within the realm of the socio-emotional.   

Despite this, a brief word frequency analysis of the SDGs’ socio-emotional learning objectives (see 

Appendix Figure 4) reveals the absence of emotional and imaginative competencies in the 

recommended education of Goal 13: Climate Action. 13 of the 17 SDGs (76.5%) mention ‘feeling 

empathy’, ‘developing a vision’ or both as crucial socio-emotional aptitudes required to consolidate a 

suitable understanding of sustainable development. However, Goal 13: Climate Action fails to 

acknowledge the importance of these proficiencies, citing instead that learners should develop the 

ability to ‘explain ecosystem dynamics’, ‘encourage others’, ‘collaborate on strategies’, ‘understand 

personal impact’, and ‘recognise the importance of protecting the climate’ (UNESCO 2017, p.36). As 

such, a meaningful inclusion of imagination, emotion and storytelling is notably absent. This poses the 

risk of educators overlooking the importance of such competencies when curating teaching material 

designed to teach Goal 13: Climate Action to students. I propose that storytelling, particularly that which 

evokes an emotional response in its audience, has significant potential to fill this gap in climate change 

education by promoting essential socio-emotional skills and learning outcomes.  

Chapter 2: The Experiment 

2.1 Methodology 

In order to determine the role of storytelling in motivating action on climate change, an experiment was 

designed with the following research aim: to identify and compare the emotions associated with 

moments of behaviour change and storytelling experiences respectively,8 with the purpose of comparing 

and contrasting emerging overlaps, similarities and outliers. I speculated that the results would reveal a 

significant pool of sensations common to both moments of behaviour change and storytelling 

 
8 For the purposes of this experiment, I define ‘moments of behaviour change’ as events that catalyse a shift in behaviour and 

‘storytelling experiences’ as moments during which an individual consumes a story; for example through the process of 

reading, viewing, communicating or listening.  
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experiences, affirming my assumption that narratives have the capacity to influence a person’s values, 

attitudes and decisions.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In order to probe my hypothesis, I conducted activities with a sample size of 78 first-year students of 

the Bachelor of Creative Intelligence and Innovation (BCII) at the University of Technology, Sydney 

(UTS) during a subject called Creative Practice and Methods (CPM).  

Polk & Knutsson (2008) emphasise that transdisciplinary knowledge production ought to involve the 

participation of both researchers and non-expert stakeholders. This is to allow for successful mutual 

learning; a process designed to encourage collaboration, reciprocity and reflexivity for the enhancement 

of individual and group understandings of a particular phenomenon (Polk & Knutsson 2008). Applied 

to the context of the experiment, mutual learning denoted the co-construction of knowledge through the 

synthesis of scientific and non-academic perspectives and experiences – that is, by involving first-year 

university students I aimed to prioritise the lived experiences of those most likely to encounter, and be 

required to solve, the impacts of anthropogenic climate change.  

During CPM, students were required to attend a series of workshops known as the Methods Sandpits, 

designed to expose participants to diverse principles, practices and ways of thinking. The activities were 

facilitated by BCII tutors and external professionals, and enhanced CPM coursework by equipping 

learners with methods to repurpose for use within their own studies and projects. The Methods Sandpits 

were a compulsory element of CPM, however students were randomly allocated to a workshop by the 

Figure 2: Visualisation of the Experiment Methodology 
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CPM subject coordinators. As such, the sample of students involved in my activities was randomly 

generated.  

Data collection occurred on Monday the 18th of November 2019 during four, hour-long workshops 

containing approximately 15-20 students each. During the sessions, participants completed a worksheet 

(see Appendix Figure 5) in order to identify the emotional properties of their moments of behaviour 

change and storytelling experiences respectively. Prompting students to describe life-altering events 

inherently involved ethical considerations; namely the potential stimulation of negative memories and 

thought processes. In accordance with these concerns, measures were taken to obtain consent and ensure 

participant anonymity. Please see Appendix Figure 6 for an elaborated account of the project’s ethical 

sensitivities and how these were managed by myself and my research team. 

In addition to the worksheet, participants were provided with a survey intended to determine their 

climate change beliefs. Upon review of the survey data, it was concluded that an analysis of the results 

would not contribute valuably to the research aim of the present study, but may instead be useful for 

future inquiry into the relationship between climate change attitudes and emotional responses to 

storytelling.  

2.2 Data Analysis 

To obtain the experiment’s data, answers to Worksheet Questions 2 (‘If you could identify the emotions 

that you felt during this moment of change, what would they be?’) and 6 (‘If you could identify the 

emotions that you felt when first experiencing this story, what would they be?’) were analysed. In most 

cases, participants cited their response in the form of a list, however paragraphs and full sentences were 

also used. For example, Participant #2310, when describing the emotions associated with their moment 

of change, wrote: 

‘I felt an emptiness inside me that I didn’t even know existed become filled, I felt joy and peace, I 

suddenly and unexpectedly wanted to be a better person. It was like my life was black and white before; 

bland, boring and just surviving, and then I found God and it exploded into colour, exciting, euphoric 

and truly living my best life’.  

In cases such as this, adjectives associated with the moment of change itself, rather than the events 

preceding or following it, were isolated. As such, the aforementioned response was distilled as follows: 

‘I felt an emptiness inside me that I didn’t even know existed become filled, I felt joy and peace, I 

suddenly and unexpectedly wanted to be a better person. It was like my life was black and white before; 

bland, boring and just surviving, and then I found God and it exploded into colour, exciting, euphoric 

and truly living my best life’.  
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• Joy.  

• Peace.  

• Exciting.  

• Euphoric.  

Once the key emotions associated with moments of behaviour change and storytelling experiences were 

obtained from the responses (N=78), synonyms were grouped and tenses were unified. For example, 

‘scared’, ‘afraid’ and ‘fear’ were consolidated under the term ‘fear’. In addition, ‘sad’ and ‘sadness’, 

and ‘happy’ and ‘happiness’ became ‘sadness’ and ‘happiness’. This process allowed for uniformity 

and ease when interrogating the data. Following the collection and preparation of the information, the 

results were collated in an Excel Spreadsheet. Finally, an online word frequency analyser was used to 

identify the most common emotions revealed in the responses.   

Chapter 3: Results  

3.1 The Fundamental Five  

An analysis of the data revealed five emotions common to both moments of change and storytelling 

experiences; a finding which reassuringly alludes to the propensity for narratives to mirror and evoke 

the sensations required to incite behaviour change. These shared emotions were sadness, shock, worry, 

confusion and happiness, as illustrated in the tables below. Please see Appendix Figures 7 and 8 for a 

complete accumulation of the data obtained from all 78 worksheet responses. The following chapter 

aims to provide a brief exploration of the characteristics of each emotion and situate these within the 

wider context of the data. 

 

Figure 1: Ten Most Common Emotions Felt During Moment of Change 
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Figure 2: Ten Most Common Emotions Felt During Storytelling Experience 

3.1.0 Sadness 

The mention of sadness within a moment of change was often accompanied by a description of grief. 

For example, 4 out of 20 citations of the word ‘sadness’ (20%) were related to an experience of tragedy, 

namely, the death of a loved one (Participant #1968, Participant #1729, Participant #1751) and 

witnessing a friend overdose on drugs (Participant #1954). Sadness was frequently noted as being felt 

during the moment of change, rather than before or after it. Commonly, (8 times out of 20) the emotions 

felt after an experience of sadness possessed positive connotations, such as empowerment and purpose 

(Participant #1137), relief (Participant #1839), excitement (Participant #1060, Participant #2899, 

Participant #1006), happiness and awareness (Participant #1016), empathy (Participant #1687), and 

growth and resilience (Participant #2020). For example, when articulating the event of losing a family 

member, Participant #1968 wrote:  

‘In the beginning [I felt] grief and sadness, however, once processed, I began to feel a strong sense of 

empowerment and purpose in the world.’ 

Thus, the data suggests a potential correlation between an individual’s experience of sadness and their 

ability to undergo a positive transformation as a result. However, this is a speculative relationship that 

requires further investigation to determine its legitimacy (see Discussion).  

Television series and films largely accounted for the stimulation of sadness within a storytelling 

experience, comprising 50% of mentions (Participant #1282, Participant #1910, Participant #1818, 

Participant #1802, Participant #1234, Participant #1682, Participant #2340, Participant #2208). 

Examples of films included The Titanic (1997), Lion (2016), Dawn of the Planet of the Apes (2014) and 

The Pursuit of Happyness (2006). Addressing environmental concerns, two respondents listed David 

Attenborough documentaries as sources of sadness (Participant #1991 and Participant #1151). Finally, 
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when describing their emotional response to children’s storybook I Will Love You Forever, Participant 

#2591 stated: 

‘Almost a cathartic sadness as you read through the story. It is relatable and realistic, there is no hiding 

from its truths. While sad, it made me feel grateful for the relationship I have with my mum.’  

3.1.1 Shock  

Moments of change which instigated a feeling of shock were catalysed by unprecedented events such 

as the hospitalisation of a family member (Participant #1506, Participant #1058) and the death of a pet 

(Participant #1809). Two respondents cited watching a documentary as the source of their emotional 

response (Participant #1682, Participant #1954), while Participant #1151 discussed a travel opportunity 

to Nepal as being ‘shocking, eye-opening and sad’.  

Within storytelling experiences, shock was commonly listed as a preliminary emotion. For example, 

Participant #2899 and Participant #1954 described their storytelling experience as comprising an initial 

feeling of shock, followed by fear. Similarly, Participant #1991 stated that their shock response to David 

Attenborough’s Planet Earth documentary catalysed a revelation. In two cases, (Participant #1665 and 

Participant #2408), shock was mentioned in conjunction with the feeling of concern or anxiety.  

3.1.2 Worry  

References to worry during moments of change appeared most frequently within descriptions of 

medical phenomena, specifically the hospitalisation of a partner (Participant #1818); the cancer 

diagnosis of a father (Participant #2708); the realisation of a heart condition (Participant #1802); and 

receiving a concussion during a sporting match (Participant #2420). Watching a documentary accounted 

for two instances of worry (Participant #5340, Participant #1720) with the final citation referring to the 

uncertainty associated with changing university degrees (Participant #1673). 

Instances of worry during storytelling experiences were varied. Participant #1476 described the ‘fear of 

being watched’ depicted in George Orwell’s 1984 as concerning and confusing, while other worry-

inducing media included television series Homeland (Participant #1665), David Attenborough’s 

documentary series Planet Earth (Participant #1151) and the pilot episode of British drama Call the 

Midwife (Participant #1006). Despite the dominance of television series in this category, the mention 

of worry within an individual’s response did not exhibit any noticeable pattern or relationship to another 

emotional state. 

3.1.3 Confusion 

The experience of confusion during a moment of change surfaced in diverse contexts with the absence 

of a coherent theme. Rather, confusion was mentioned in relation to events such as starting university 

(Participant #1910), observing a parents’ divorce (Participant #1137), experiencing anxiety before an 

academic exam (Participant #2088) and ending a relationship (Participant #2676). In some cases, the 



30 

 

source of the confusion itself was not explicitly identified. For example, when recounting their parents’ 

separation, Participant #1137 wrote:  

‘I would say a pretty impactful change, both physically and mentally, would be my parents splitting up 

while I was in primary school. At the time, it was hard to understand why this happened and how 

everything would be from this point onward. Physical changes would include things like moving houses, 

seeing one of my parents on the weekdays and one on the weekend. What affected me more were the 

emotional and mental changes that I felt during the time.’  

Following this, Participant #1137 stated: 

‘There was definitely sadness throughout the whole process, as well as some anger, frustration and a 

lot of confusion.’  

In this case, the exact cause of the confusion is unclear. As such, for the purposes of data analysis, the 

confusion was interpreted as a general sensation, rather than a response to a specific event.  

Citations of confusion within storytelling experiences additionally lacked specific catalysts. For 

example, Participant #2347 listed confusion as a resulting emotion when viewing Alice in Wonderland 

(1951), stating that the film ‘helped [them] to dream’ and inspired their creativity. However, it is unclear 

whether the respondent’s experience of confusion directly influenced this result, or if the stimulation of 

imagination was prompted by other factors.   

3.1.4 Happiness 

Instances of happiness during moments of change were typically instigated by individual action. For 

example, Participant #1476 decided to re-learn the piano, an activity which resulted in feelings of 

‘serenity’, ‘peace’, ‘joy’ and ‘creativity’. Participant #1239 chose a course of study, generating 

sensations of pride and motivation. Participant #2764, similarly inciting happiness through self-driven 

initiative, formed new friendships in an unfamiliar environment.  

In a beautiful example of the capability of nature to inspire joy, Participant #2347 described the 

following encounter:  

‘The time I experienced a sense of change in myself was when I first stargazed. I was craving something 

one night, I needed to feel fulfilled somehow. So my gut instinct was to go outside and look at the stars 

because I’ve always felt like I connect with space and the universe. So when I looked up to see all of 

these twinkling clusters of diamonds scattered across the sky, it really forced me to realise how we as 

humans can be blind to the great extent of the universe and I felt like I fully resonated with the 

environment, because I felt insignificant as I learned that my problems in everyday life are so miniscule 

compared to the great sparsity of the universe. I felt liberated, free, and fulfilled.9 I cried with tears of 

 
9 Respondent’s own underlining.  
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joy because I felt like I had a purpose. I felt as though the universe will always be on my side. Whenever 

I got upset after that day onwards, I would just stargaze at night, and I would feel so much better after 

doing so’.  

Happiness within storytelling experiences was typically derived from films with comedic slants, 

namely, The Intern (2015), Toy Story 3 (2010), Snow White (1937) and The Princess Diaries (2001). In 

two instances (Participant #1234 and Participant #2020), the mention of happiness was accompanied 

by a description of nostalgia, alluding to the opportunity for further exploration regarding the role of 

memory within a storytelling experience.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Word Cloud Visualisation of Emotions Felt 

During Moments of Change 

Figure 4: Word Cloud Visualisation of Emotions Felt 

During Storytelling Experiences 
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Chapter 4: Discussion 

4.1 Storytelling for Behaviour Change 

The results obtained from the data suggest that storytelling experiences have the ability to evoke 

emotions associated with behaviour change. Currently, the potential for storytelling to motivate action 

on climate change is conceptually underexplored, with existing evidence dealing exclusively with 

climate fiction (Schneider-Mayerson 2018) and social change, rather than broader behaviour change 

(Green & Brock 2000, Zingaro 2009, Wanggren 2016, Chattoo & Feldman 2017). As such, this study 

represents an original contribution by exhibiting that crucial emotions associated with behaviour change 

are additionally present in storytelling experiences, subsequently asserting the critical role of 

storytellers in instigating willingness to act on climate change.  

In saying this, it is important to note that this study did not establish a clear causal relationship between 

an individual’s emotional response to an event and their likelihood to modify their behaviour. Rather, 

feelings mentioned by participants must be interpreted as those commonly associated with change, not 

catalysts for the straightforward alteration of a person’s attitudes, values and beliefs.  

While the overlap of emotions present in both moments of behaviour change and storytelling 

experiences provides vital information regarding the potential for narratives to promote transformation 

within an individual, the revealed differences add similarly profound insights. For example, emotional 

responses associated with storytelling experiences were typically more positive (empathy, hope, 

wonder, nostalgia) than those mentioned in conjunction with moments of change (fear, anger, 

uncertainty). However, the negative sensations experienced during behaviour-altering events were often 

preliminary, and commonly acted as catalysts for an individual’s movement towards positive change. 

This was demonstrated in the frequent citation of excitement, which regularly followed an initial 

description of sadness, fear or shock in a participant’s response. As such, it may be suggested that the 

experience of a negative emotion has the capacity to initiate an individual’s journey towards change, 

rather than singlehandedly instigate the change itself.  

Further, the stimulation of empathy was mentioned heavily within discussions of narratives, 

representing an additional key difference between the emotional properties associated with moments of 

change and storytelling experiences respectively. This finding echoes the examination of ToM 

processes outlined in Chapter 1.3 by further affirming the capacity for stories to afford human beings 

the ability to understand the mental states of other individuals (Kidd et al. 2013). Moreover, the 

generation of empathy within narratives provides a significant potential method for minimising the 

psychological distance of climate change explored in Chapter 1.1 by bringing stories of climate change 

closer to a removed audience.  
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The critical differences between the emotions generated by lived experience and narratives provide 

opportunities for further investigation by emerging practitioners. Namely, the data suggests that while 

the emotions associated with stories produce empathy, those related to behaviour-modification promote 

change by affecting the individual directly. As such, storytelling has the potential to occupy the space 

between apathy and action on climate change by inducing a feeling of personal impact for the reader; a 

hypothesis that could be interrogated in future research. In addition, the interaction of sensations within 

a storytelling experience could provide the basis for further investigation through safe-to-fail 

experiments10. For example, how might the inclusion of both sadness and excitement within a narrative 

initiate a movement towards positive change? Or, how might nostalgia be used in conjunction with 

happiness to incite a willingness to act? These catalytic questions could shape future projects with the 

aim of identifying the most effective emotional properties of stories that motivate action.  

4.2 Study Limitations and Opportunities for Further Research  

The present research inquiry focused on ultimately determining the role of storytelling in climate change 

communication and education through the analysis of commonalities between moments of behaviour 

change and storytelling experiences. As such, experimentation within this space relied heavily on 

human beings as complex sites of data and knowledge. While the information accumulated in the 

current study revealed a uniquely important relationship between behaviour change and storytelling, it 

must be acknowledged that emotions are characteristically sophisticated and intricate, and as a result, 

the interrogation of their impact contains noteworthy risks.  

The method implemented for the analysis of the acquired data was self-devised and therefore relied 

heavily on interpretation and input administered by myself as the primary researcher. When conducting 

word frequency analyses, my discretion was used to group synonyms under coherent themes; resulting 

in the amalgamation of adjectives. As such, it must be acknowledged that through this process, another 

research practitioner could have arrived at a different outcome to the one reached in the present study. 

In accordance with this conclusion, it is recommended that future researchers incorporate the use of 

reflexive practice in order to unpack and interrogate their assumptions when approaching a method that 

involves such judgements.   

Moreover, as mentioned in Chapter 3.1.3, the phrasing of participants’ worksheet answers, namely, 

variation between the use of paragraphs and lists, resulted in difficulty determining the direct 

relationship between an individual’s experience and the emotions cited in their response. For example, 

further detail regarding the exact characteristics of stories which successfully elicited an emotional 

reaction in their audience would have been beneficial to include within a discussion of the results. 

However, participants did not consistently provide enough detail in their answers to make an analysis 

 
10 Safe-to-fail experiments are experiments with plausible rationales focused on building knowledge within a problem space 

while ensuring minimal risk to participants. 
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of narrative techniques effective. Based on this conclusion, it is recommended that future research 

practitioners consider modifying the worksheet questions listed in Appendix Figure 5 to ensure that the 

desired outcome of the participant’s response is clear.  

While the decision to prioritise the inclusion of university students was made in accordance with the 

premise of transdisciplinary practice, it must be noted that motivating action on climate change is an 

inherently global endeavour that requires the participation of entire populations. As such, it is 

recommended that future research inquiries extend their reach to incorporate insights from diverse 

demographics. By targeting first-year university students as respondents within the experimental phase 

of the present study, their listed moments of change were typically associated with the lived experience 

of a young person entering a transitional chapter of their life. For example, 8 out of 78 responses (10.3%) 

mentioned graduating high school and commencing university studies as a behaviour-changing event 

(Participant #1282, Participant #1910, Participant #1140, Participant #1665, Participant #1239, 

Participant #1557, Participant #1006, Participant #2514). In response to this, it is suggested that 

emerging research target both younger and older audiences, and involve the participation of diverse 

communities.  

In accordance with this, I encourage future practitioners to study, engage with and meaningfully 

incorporate insights from Indigenous perspectives and ways of knowing. Within Australia, and globally, 

Indigenous storytelling is vital in understanding and implementing pro-environmental conservation 

practice (Cabeza & Fernandez-Llamazares 2017). While the present study did not include reference to 

Indigenous storytelling tradition, I believe that respectfully acknowledging and prioritising Indigenous 

knowledge systems within discussions of climate change mitigation is immensely important, and that 

climate justice must also involve justice for First Nations people.   
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I cannot understand,  

I simply cannot,  

The synchronicity of life,  

The way my desires are answered  

In silent manoeuvres of my body 

That I do not dictate;  

Of which I am scarcely aware.  

 

I cannot understand,  

I simply cannot,  

What phenomenon it is;  

What communication of spirit, 

That allows us to breathe in unison,  

Mothered and mothering,  

Both bodies moved by wind.  

 

With you I am re-learning what I unlearned,  

I am revisiting old homes,  

I am making a promise  

To not let you go.  

 

Yes, I’ll return to my site of normality,  

To my bed linen, windowpane, unpolished cutlery,  

But the soles of my feet will still find stability,  

Horizontally,  

Pressed to your trunk in the afternoon light. 

 

  

 

- Written in the Boughs of a  

Magnolia Grandiflora, 09.12.19 
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Conclusion (Academic)  

This research inquiry aimed to identify and explore the role of storytelling in motivating global action 

on climate change. To do so, the psychology of climate change denial was analysed and its role in 

inhibiting action examined (Chapter 1.1). The premises of CLT, psychological distance and place 

attachment theory were utilised to comprehend existing cognitive barriers and examine attempts within 

literature to mitigate their affects. From this analysis, it was concluded that the minimisation of 

psychological distance and the encouragement of planetary place attachment do not straightforwardly 

instigate environmentally conscious behaviour in an individual. As such, in Chapter 1.2, it was argued 

that storytelling, a process essential to human survival and communication, displays the capacity to 

bridge the gap between apathy and action on climate change. Complementing this hypothesis, personal 

accounts of the power of narrative were considered and weighed in Chapter 1.3. In Chapter 1.4, the 

United Nations’ recommendations for educating students about the SDGs were interrogated and 

highlighted as a potential space for the intervention of emotive storytelling.  

Chapter 2 outlined the methodology of an experiment designed to determine the role of storytelling in 

motivating action on climate change. Specifically, the emotions associated with moments of behaviour 

change and storytelling experiences were compared and contrasted. It was hypothesised that the results 

would uncover similarities between the feelings associated with formative events in an individual’s life 

and those encountered during storytelling experiences. In Chapter 2.2, the methods of data analysis 

were articulated, and the results were presented in Chapter 3.  

The fundamental emotions common to both moments of change and storytelling experiences were 

revealed to be sadness, shock, worry, confusion and happiness, affirming the potential for narratives to 

be used in the space of climate change communication and education to evoke sensations associated 

with meaningful behaviour change. The properties of each emotion as dictated by participants’ 

responses were summarised and briefly discussed in Chapter 3. In Chapter 4, recommendations for 

further research endeavours were stipulated and study limitations were investigated.  In addition, poetic 

instalments were included to enhance the reflexivity of the inquiry, according to transdisciplinary 

research methods.  

As such, this thesis provided a detailed exploration into the role of storytelling in climate change 

communication and education, concluding that storytellers indeed have a critical role to play in 

motivating action on climate change.  
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Conclusion (Poetic) 

My long, gentle, affectionate love affair with nature began in 1999, with a visit to my grandparents’ 

property in Wamberal on the Central Coast. It was there that I learned the names of flowers, dirtied my 

fingers and toes, and daydreamed under the spell of my grandparents’ storytelling. It is to them that I 

dedicate this poetic alternative to a scholarly conclusion (I think they would both be delighted at the 

idea of scrapping the norm for one last fairy-tale). So, rather than neatly compiling a logical end, I 

would like to invite you back to the beginning. Thank you, once again, for engaging with this study; it 

has been an absolute joy.   

(Please see the following page…) 
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At the end of the long and winding driveway flanked by Lily of the Nile flowers stands a grand house; 

admittedly far too large for the two bodies that inhabit it. The home is single-storey but expansive: 

its bedrooms big enough to dance in; its curtains thick enough to confuse morning with the dead of 

night. See now the wide building, the acre of green lawn before it, the surrounding rainforest: tall 

trees with palm-like leaves and round trunks. See the donkeys in the paddock at the top of the hill, 

the rope swing hung from the sturdy branch; hear the German Shepherds barking and the goats 

bleating in response; a dialogue of animal curiosity and defence: “You are a strange dog!” “You 

are a strange goat!”.  

Down the garden path, beside the house and past the clothesline, a child is being guided through 

the water of a chlorine pool by the hands of a Grandmother. See now the care that is taken to move 

the tiny body around the liquid space; see the joy in the woman’s eyes as she watches the small form 

float and gurgle. Sitting on the edge with his feet in the blue is the Grandfather who takes note of 

every detail: the scent of hot pavement and wet skin, the motion of the Grandmother as she shifts 

her weight to propel the child, the distant call of a kookaburra, the panicked shuffle of the dogs as 

they stand guard, attentive to signs of drowning. Watch now as the child spots a black shape on the 

floor of the pool; squeals with delight at the presence of a fish. See the Grandfather leap to his feet, 

sensing an opportunity for magic, for the suspension of disbelief, for poetry. Net in hand, he scoops 

the thing from the depths, all the while exclaiming; “What is it? What could it be?” (The 

Grandmother mirrors the spectacle: wide eyes, open mouth.) The fish flaps, wiggles, squirms, the 

child claps, the pair hoot and laugh. Partake in the madness: nothing but an old leaf, wet and shiny.  

An hour later, the child (now dry but for locks of damp hair) sits propped on the hip of the 

Grandmother as they explore the garden; an inquisitive couple, learned and learning. Pointed 

finger: “Kangaroo paw.” Step to the right: “Waratah.” Pivot: “Lemon tree.” The child, almost 

impossibly: “Gardenia!” Tears in the Grandmother’s eyes. Later, the sound of violins: Rhapsody 

in Blue played in the crimson-coloured room filled with layers of books. 

See the wonder, the beauty of it all. See nature and infant in a promise of protection: shelter me, and 

I will shelter you. Feel the heat of an unknown future pushing at the wire fence, disturbing the 

grazing of the foals and browning the grass. Pray it does not touch this perfect scene: child shaded 

by leaf and comforted by maternal embrace. Lack of ownership, innocence in vulnerability, silent 

worship, tangible praise: each heart its own, and yet, unified.  
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Appendix 

Figure. 1: Table 

In his 1987 work Actual Minds, Possible Worlds, Jerome Bruner argues that there are two modes of 

cognitive functioning – that is, two modes of thought – each providing a distinct way of ordering 

experience and constructing reality. I have briefly summarised the key characteristics of each in the 

following table.  

The Two Modes of Cognitive Functioning 

Paradigmatic Qualities:  

• Characterisation.  

• Conceptualisation.  

• Categorisation.  

• Description and explanation.  

• Deals in general causes and their 

establishment.  

• Empirical truth.  

• Consistency and noncontradiction.  

• Possible worlds that can be logically 

generated and tested against observables.  

• Principle hypotheses.  

The Paradigmatic Imagination:  

• Sound theory and argument.  

• Logical proof.  

• Tight analysis.  

• Empirical discoveries.  

• Reasoned hypotheses.  

Narrative Qualities:  

• Deals in human or human-like intention 

and action.  

• Epiphanies of the ordinary.  

• Exists in the landscape of consciousness.  

• Think, know, feel.  

• Vicissitudes of human intentions.  

The Narrative Imagination:  

• Good stories.  

• Gripping drama.  

• Believable historical accounts.  

 

Figure. 2: Stream-of-Consciousness Piece on Duende 

What is it that shapes us? What are the stories that stick in our minds; in our memories and continue to 

direct the course of our lives?  

The first story I wrote was a process of sense-making. It was called ‘Jack and the Magpie’. It allowed 

me to comprehend an event of fear and hilarity: a friend swooped by a bird. I wrote it in pencil in the 

pages of a green A3 scrapbook. How did I know this was my calling? What was so native about this 

process that it has relentlessly gripped my heart since the age of nine? What primal instinct, what silent 
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knowledge magnetised me to the page? What magic of the written word; what inexplicable capturing 

of the spirit?  

I knew I needed to write when I had no other way to say: this is what has happened and this is how I 

feel.  

I knew I needed to make music when I felt my heart break within my chest and the only medicine was 

the keys of a grand piano.  

I knew I needed to create poetry when, at the age of eight, I was struck with a profound empathy for a 

pain that was not my own.  

These are the artefacts of my life: the pieces of grief and love and beauty and disaster that comprise my 

bones and blood. What an honour it is to feel so much; what a cruel and impossibly beautiful malady: 

the call to create.  

My father weeps to the sound of guitars.  

Tell me, what grips you? When did you know who you were? What words define you? In the face of 

your own mortality, what keeps your heart beating, you blood pumping? I knew who I was when I 

moved my bed out of my room and danced like a serpent in the empty space.  

I knew who I was when I watched the sunrise over the city in my clothes from the night before and felt 

a crack in the earth of my body.  

I knew who I was when my father drove me home and let me lean my head out of the car window and 

into the wind.  

I knew who I was when I held my mother to my chest and saw our reflection in the kitchen window.  

I knew who I was when I heard the words; ‘Oh, now I know what you mean, when you said I was sick 

in my heart at nineteen.’  

I know who I am now because of you, and because of me, and because of every time I have cried until 

my throat hurt and laughed until my belly was sore.  

I know who I am when I feel.  

This is the Duende of my life: this is the spirit that passes through all that I am and all that I do; the 

vibration that starts at my core and travels at great speed to the tips of my fingers: to my mouth and my 

hair and down to the soles of my feet. This is the huge, incomprehensible mass that moves me. It is 

greater than me, and it is me. It is born of me and lives a life of its own. It has existed before me and 

will live on after me for all eternity. It is the strum of my human chord, the thread of my skin.  

I know it now. 

 

Figure. 3: Stream-of-Consciousness Piece on Rally Revelation  

Maybe experiences of Duende are not the most effective way to measure moments of collective action. 

Maybe it is more through defining moments – these don’t necessarily have to be through art, they can 

be through life experiences and other moments – they can be through witnessing something or feeling 

something or reading something or being told something –   
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Yesterday at the rally I had an intense emotional response, one that generated an acute and tangible 

feeling of hope that rose from my core. But it wasn’t from the music that was played. It wasn’t from 

the talks I heard or the people I spoke to. It was from the sheer volume of people that I witnessed packed 

into one space – it was the image of thousands upon thousands of people rallying for a common cause. 

It was the experience of looking out over the Domain and seeing people spanning the entire space. That 

is where my feeling of hope came from.   

That is the actionable empathy. But what if people are removed from that hope? My sense of hope and 

pride came from already being involved in the action. So, is the question about mobilising people? How 

do we get people into that state where they can feel what I felt? Is that through art or is it through life 

experience? I think this changes the question – it’s less about how art might generate actionable empathy 

but more about identifying the common characteristics of defining moments that have already mobilised 

people to action and developing a framework around that.   

These are the moments of individual Duende. I was right! Everyone is going to have a different 

emotional response to what they witness. For some people, Duende will not come from art, simply 

because it cannot. Because that is not where their spirit resides. For others, like I saw yesterday, it could 

come from a picture. It could come from a conversation; it could come from a memory. Yesterday on 

the train ride home I met someone who felt the spirit within her because it was the same as a spirit she 

had felt before. I met children for whom I think the climate rally must encapsulate a huge amount of 

imagination and importance. I saw Liam cry because he saw a picture of a little girl holding a sign with 

the Wiggles on it. I didn’t cry when Jack River sang, I didn’t cry when Montaigne sang. I wasn’t moved 

by those experiences.  

I have read poems about climate change and I have read books about climate change and I have listened 

to songs and I have written my own works, but it is not until I am writing myself or I am witnessing 

other people joining my cause that I truly feel the actionable empathy that I am trying to emulate. And 

that is because of my identity; because of the ways that I process information and the feeling, thinking 

being that I am. This is going to be different for every single person.   

What are the defining moments of people’s lives that mobilise them to take action? For some people it 

might be reading a statistic in the news. For other people it might be journaling, for other people it might 

be conversation and dialogue, it could be a dinner-table breakthrough, it could be a lyric in a song on 

the radio that is completely unrelated to the cause at hand. Empathy is different for everyone, duende 

is different for everyone. No two experiences of duende are going to be the same. Federica Lorca felt 

Duende in the music of the Andalusian people. He might not have felt it in one of Shakespeare’s plays.   

To me, the idea of looking at pictures of the rally while at the rally was counter-intuitive and difficult 

to comprehend, but it produced the strongest emotional response in L; stronger than anything he saw or 

experienced in person. This is my project; this is my thesis; I am going to look at the moments that 
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change people’s lives; the evidence that is already there. I am not going to invent hypotheses based on 

assumption, I am going to look at the lived anecdotal evidence and the science around climate change 

and I am going to combine the two to provide a framework for driving action that does not already exist.   

This is how it is going to be transdisciplinary; this is how it is going to provide immense impact across 

fields. There is already science, there is already psychology, and I have seen it and I have read it and 

engaged with it and analysed it. Now I’m going to take that knowledge and combine it with experiments 

into the lived experiences of people; the emotional, spiritual, instinctual, storytelling side of people and 

I am going to use the two to form a complex and transdisciplinary argument for how we might mobilise 

huge populations to act on the UN SDGs based on all the evidence; human, scientific, psychological 

and otherwise. The framework will be complex enough and diverse enough that it will be able to be 

used globally, to tailor approaches and motivators to action depending on a number of external factors 

including geographical, emotional, social, it can be varied according to identity, etc. etc. This is it. This 

is my position statement. 

Figure. 4: SDG Socio-Emotional Learning Competencies 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) Key Terms    Mention of Vision / Empathy  

1. No Poverty Empower 

Raise Awareness 
Sensitivity  

Feel Empathy  

Solidarity   
Reflect Critically 

Y 

(Empathy) 

2. Zero Hunger Communicate  

Collaborate  
Encourage 

Reflect 

Create a Vision  
Feel Empathy  

Solidarity  

Responsibility  

Y 

(Vision and Empathy) 

3. Good Health and Well-Being Feel Empathy  

Communicate  

Encourage  
Personal Commitment  

 

Y 

(Empathy)  

4. Quality Education  Raise Awareness  

Motivate  

Empower  

Engage Personally  

N 

5. Gender Equality  Recognise 
Question  

Respect  

Identify  
Speak Up  

Connect 

Reflect  
Feel Empathy  

Solidarity  

Y 
(Empathy) 

6. Clean Water and Sanitation  Participate  

Communicate  
Create Visibility  

Feel Responsible  

See Value  
Question  

N 

7. Affordable and Clean Energy  Communicate  

Assess  
Understand  

Cooperate  

Collaborate  

Y 

(Vision) 
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Clarify  

Reflect  

Evaluate  

Develop a Vision 

8. Decent Work and Economic Growth  Discuss  
Collaborate  

Demand  

Understand  
Identify  

Clarify  

Develop a Vision  

Y 
(Vision) 

9. Industry, Innovation and 

Infrastructure  

Argue  

Encourage  

Find Collaborators  
Recognise  

Reflect  

Understand  

N 

10. Reduced Inequalities  Raise Awareness  

Feel Empathy  

Show Solidarity  

Negotiate  
Become Aware  

Maintain a Vision  

Y 

(Vision and Empathy) 

11. Sustainable Cities and Communities  Use Their Voice  
Identify  

Call For  

Connect  
Help  

Develop a Vision  

Reflect  
Contextualise  

Feel Responsible  

Y 
(Vision) 

12. Responsible Consumption and 

Production  

Communicate  
Encourage 

Differentiate  

Reflect  
Envision  

Feel Responsible  

Y 
(Vision) 

13. Climate Action  Explain  

Encourage  
Collaborate  

Develop Strategies  

Understand  
Recognise  

N 

14. Life Below Water  Argue  

Show Impact  
Influence  

Reflect  

Empathise  

Y 

(Empathy) 

15. Life on Land  Argue  
Connect  

Question  
Feel Empathy  

Create a Vision 

Y 
(Vision and Empathy) 

16. Peace, Justice and Strong 

Institutions  

Connect  

Debate  
Show Empathy  

Show Solidarity  

Reflect   

Y 

(Empathy) 

17. Partnerships for the Goals  Raise Awareness  

Work with Others  

Take Ownership  
Create a Vision  

Experience  

Y 

(Vision)  

 

Figure 5: Methods Sandpit Worksheet Questions 

1. Please describe your moment of change in as much detail as you can. 

2. If you could identify the emotions that you felt during this moment of change, what would they be? 

3. What change occurred after this moment? 
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4. Please describe the story you have chosen in as much detail as you can, and name it if is discoverable 

on the Internet. 

5. What are some of the key characteristics of this story that caused it to move you? E.g. The form, the 

content, the words, the images, etc.  

6. If you could identify the emotion/emotions that you felt when first experiencing this story, what 

would it/they be? 

7. Using your personal experience and the reflective exercises that we have just completed, what 

emotions do you think you would need to evoke in someone for them to act on your social issue? 

8. If you were to create a story that would motivate people to act on your social issue, what do you think 

it would look like? 

9. What emotions do you think a story would need to elicit in people in order for them to want to take 

action on your social issue? 

 

Figure 6: Excerpt from Ethics Application 

This project aims to explore the ways in which storytelling may be used to motivate individuals to take 

action on climate change. Through this research, I aim to identify the universal characteristics of 

experiences that instigate behaviour change and use them to create a framework that may be used to 

generate creative works that motivate individuals to take action on climate change.  

If the research can successfully identify the characteristics of behaviour changing experiences and how 

they may be used across diverse contexts, this will have implications for climate change education and 

may be used by bodies such as the United Nations to shape the way in which they design learning 

outcomes for education around the Sustainable Development Goals.  

My methodology includes three main components. The first is an autoethnographic literature review in 

which I will engage with and analyse the existing literature in this space. I will discuss what has already 

been done in the fields of storytelling and social change, as well as the psychology behind climate 

inaction.  

I will then conduct activities with a sample of approximately 120 first year Bachelor of Creative 

Intelligence and Innovation (BCII) students, during which I will gather information about the moments 

that have changed their behaviour and the stories that have motivated them to take action on a social 

issue. A detailed outline of how these activities will run has been attached to this application. These 

results will be used to identify key characteristics of behaviour-changing experiences in order to develop 

a framework for storytelling that motivates individuals to take action on a social issue such as climate 

change.  

The full methodology for working with the sample of BCII students is attached. The activities will run 

during Creative Practice and Methods, with my sessions taking place on Monday the 18th of November 
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between 2:30 – 4:30pm. This has been approved by subject coordinators Lucy Allen and Susanne Pratt; 

with correspondence and approval also attached to this submission.  

The third component of my project will involve creative output. I plan to write poetry and short creative 

works as part of my autoethnography and sensemaking as I engage with the research space.  

Before partaking in the research, participants will be given a randomly generated Participant Number 

so that their responses cannot be linked back to their name or identity in any way.  

Survey responses and worksheets obtained from the sessions with the first year BCII students will be 

collected and typed into documents stored on a password protected drive that can only be accessed by 

myself and my research team.   

There are no immediate risks to participants, however some of the activities to be undertaken during 

the sessions with the first year BCII students may recall negative memories for students which could 

cause distress.  

However, as has been outlined in the attached Consent Form and Activities Outline, students are able 

to stop participating at any time with no negative consequences to their grade, attendance requirements 

or relationships with anyone at UTS. As also stated in the Activities Outline, I am completely open to 

restructuring the activities to take place during Creative Practices and Methods so that the ‘Moments of 

Being’ section is omitted.  

Figure 7: Emotions Felt During Moment of Change 

Participant Number Key Emotions During Moment of Change Summary of Moment of Change 

1423 Happiness Going to A Club for The First Time 
 

Contented 
 

 
Chilled Out  

 

 
General Open Nature 

 

 
Relaxed 

 

1282 Nervous Starting University 
 

Not Knowing What to Expect 
 

 
Excited at The Prospects of The Future 

 

1910 Fear Starting University 
 

Confusion 
 

 
Excited at What's to Come 

 

 
Enjoyment 

 

1944 Inability to Eat A Breakup 
 

Unwanted 
 

 
Value-Less 

 

 
Distraught 

 

 
Focus 

 

 
Independence 

 

1420 Fear (Initially) Breaking Away from The Crowd 
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Self-Questioning 

 

 
Rebirth 

 

 
Self-Confidence 

 

1140 Lost  Changing Universities 
 

Alone  
 

 
Motivated to Stop Feeling Lost and Alone 

 

1129 Stupidity  Watching A Comedy Show (Netflix) 
 

Regret 
 

1766 Guilty Being Told A Friend Has Anxiety 

1818 Stressed Boyfriend Hospitalised 
 

Scared 
 

 
Worried 

 

 
Sick 

 

 
Sleepless 

 

1137 Sadness Parents' Divorce 
 

Anger 
 

 
Frustration 

 

 
Confusion 

 

1968 Reflective Death of A Loved One 
 

Grief 
 

 
Sadness 

 

 
Empowerment (Post) 

 

 
Purpose (Post) 

 

1708 Grateful  Charity Work 
 

Sadness 
 

1512 Pissed Off Distancing from Brother 

1839 Anger Drunk Argument 
 

Relief 
 

 
Sadness 

 

 
Stressed 

 

1545 Alive Religious Experience 
 

Loving 
 

 
Thoughtful 

 

 
Thankful 

 

1476 Joy Re-Learning the Piano 
 

Peace 
 

 
Happiness 

 

 
Serenity 

 

 
Creative 

 

1532 Lonely Moving Cities 
 

Sad 
 

 
Vulnerable 

 

1060 Wonder Travelling Overseas 
 

Anxiety 
 

 
Sadness 

 

 
Overwhelming Disbelief 
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Passion (Post) 

 

 
Excited (Post) 

 

1015 Passion  Volunteering 
 

Openness 
 

 
Alive 

 

1665 Liberation Starting University 
 

Pride 
 

1673 Relief Changing Degrees 
 

Worry for Future 
 

1566 Unsure Turning 18 
 

Afraid 
 

1506 Shocked Grandfather Hospitalised 
 

Appreciation (Post) 
 

1577 Scared Moving Cities 
 

Excited   
 

 
Lonely (Post) 

 

 
Bored (Post) 

 

 
Sad 

 

1510 Inspiration  Moving Cities 
 

Relief 
 

 
Wonder 

 

 
Rebirth 

 

1191 Shock  Watching A Documentary 
 

Inspiration  
 

 
Responsibility 

 

1809 Scared Found A Pet Bird Dead in Its Cage 
 

Upset 
 

 
Regret 

 

 
Shock 

 

1239 Happy Choosing What to Study 
 

Excited 
 

 
Motivated   

 

 
Pride 

 

1016 Awareness N/A 
 

Happiness 
 

 
Sadness 

 

5340 Concern  Watching War on Waste 
 

Worry   
 

 
Anger 

 

1802 Scared Being Diagnosed with A Heart Condition 
 

Concerned 
 

1687 Empathy Seeing an Injustice Online 
 

Sadness 
 

 
Fear 

 

 
Understanding 

 

1729 Sadness Loss of A Loved One 
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Anxiety 

 

 
Despair 

 

 
Hopelessness 

 

2713 Distress Preparing for the HSC 
 

Anxiety 
 

 
Peer-Pressure 

 

2063 Frustration Doing A Geography Project 
 

Disbelief 
 

2310 Emptiness Religious Experience 
 

Joy (Post) 
 

 
Peace 

 

 
Colour 

 

 
Excited 

 

 
Euphoria 

 

1234 Relaxed Travelling Overseas 
 

Excited 
 

 
Assured 

 

 
Contented 

 

2899 Sadness Moving Schools 
 

Nervous 
 

 
Excited 

 

2408 Shock Hearing Friends Talk of Harassment 
 

Disgust 
 

 
Angst 

 

 
Empathy 

 

 
Protectiveness 

 

2708 Frightened Father Diagnosed with Cancer 
 

Alone  
 

 
Scared 

 

 
Sick 

 

 
Worried 

 

 
Stronger (Post) 

 

 
Resilient (Post) 

 

2420 Scared Getting A Concussion in Soccer 
 

Upset 
 

 
Uncertain 

 

 
Worried 

 

 
Lost  

 

 
Dread 

 

1720 Call to Action Watching A Documentary 
 

Concern 
 

 
Excited 

 

1954 Shock Seeing A Friend Overdose 
 

Sadness 
 

 
Confusion 

 

 
Indifference (Post) 
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1103 Upset Parents' Divorce 
 

Dejected (Post) 
 

1058 Extreme Sympathy Brother's Injury 
 

Empathy 
 

 
Shock 

 

 
Pain 

 

 
Anger 

 

1751 Grief Death of A Loved One 
 

Sadness 
 

 
Confusion 

 

 
Loneliness 

 

1975 Frustration Football Injury 

1151 Uncertain Travelling Overseas 
 

Shock 
 

 
Surprised 

 

 
Eye-Opening  

 

 
Sadness 

 

1682 Empathy Watching A Documentary 
 

Curiosity 
 

 
Sadness 

 

 
Shock 

 

1364 Achievement  Going from Yr 10 To 11 
 

Pride 
 

1557 Uncertain Starting University 
 

Disappointed 
 

 
Hopeful 

 

 
Existential 

 

 
Acceptance 

 

 
Determined 

 

1006 Sadness Starting University 
 

Uncertain 
 

 
Apprehension 

 

 
Excited About Future (Post) 

 

2764 Happy  Making Friends 
 

Worthy 
 

 
Needed 

 

2876 Betrayal Friends Gossiping 
 

Sadness 
 

 
Guilty 

 

2350 Overwhelmed Seeing A Drought 
 

Sad 
 

 
Helpless 

 

 
Determined to Change (Post) 

 

2065 Anger  Learning of And Experiencing Sexual 

Harassment   
Blinding Anger 

 

 
Silencing Anger 

 



53 

 

 
Sadness 

 

 
Loss 

 

2441 Betrayal Distancing from Friend 
 

Disappointed 
 

 
Frustration 

 

 
Heartbroken 

 

2088 Distraught Inability to Take Two Subjects + Nervous 

for Exams  
Frustration 

 

 
Confusion 

 

 
Panicking 

 

 
Upset 

 

 
Stressed 

 

2347 Liberated Stargazing 
 

Free 
 

 
Fulfilled 

 

2224 Resentment Breaking Away from Religious Upbringing 
 

Pathetic 
 

2591 Sadness 
 

 
Shock  

 

 
Fear 

 

 
Alone  

 

N/A Fear Seeking Help for Mental Illness 

2020 Grief Heartbreak 
 

Sadness 
 

 
Growth (Post) 

 

 
Resilience (Post) 

 

2676 Tired Heartbreak 
 

Confusion 
 

 
Sadness 

 

 
Hurt 

 

 
Relief  

 

 
Impatient 

 

2340 Empathy Charity Work 
 

Heartbroken 
 

 
Desire to Change 

 

 
Anger Towards Past Worldview 

 

2668 Inspired Being Praised for Work 
 

Confident 
 

 
Pride 

 

 
Able  

 

2514 Sadness  Graduating High School 
 

Isolation  
 

 
Cast Aside 

 

2952 Frightened Overcoming Timidness 
 

Relief 
 

2880 Empowered Discussing with Friends 
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2452 Disbelief Putting on Weight 
 

Self-Annoyance 
 

2208 Cautious Starting High School 
 

Nervous 
 

 

Figure 8: Emotions Felt During Storytelling Experience 

Participant Number Key Emotions of Story Summary of Story / Story Name 

1423 Horror  The Boy in The Striped Pyjamas 
 

Hopeless 
 

 
Anger 

 

 
Rage 

 

 
Upset 

 

 
Despair 

 

 
Unfairness 

 

1282 Real Girls Incarcerated 
 

Thankful for Your Own Life 
 

 
Sadness 

 

 
Sense of Relief  

 

 
Empathy 

 

1910 Empathy Dawn of The Planet of The Apes 
 

Sadness 
 

 
Frustration 

 

 
Inspired (As A Filmmaker) 

 

1944 Moved You (Netflix Series) 
 

On Edge 
 

 
Stressed 

 

 
Enticed 

 

 
Confused 

 

 
Interested 

 

1420 Trust  Stories by Friends (Verbal Recounts) 
 

Vulnerability  
 

 
Emotive 

 

 
Empathy 

 

 
Relief  

 

 
Fear 

 

1140 Love 
 

 
Loss 

 

 
Loneliness 

 

 
Wonder 

 

 
Boredom 

 

1129 Reconsider 
 

 
Reflection  

 

 
Regret 

 

1766 Guilt 
 

1818 Sadness Titanic 
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Heartbreak 

 

1137 Helpless 
 

 
Empathy 

 

 
Sadness 

 

1708 Sleepy Aesop's Fables 

1512 Joy Ford Vs Ferrari 
 

Aware 
 

1839 Sad 
 

 
Vulnerable  

 

1545 Sadness Passion of The Christ 

1476 Sadness 
 

 
Angry 

 

 
Worried 

 

 
Confused 

 

1532 Connected Five Feet Apart (Film)  
 

Compassion 
 

 
Empathy 

 

1060 Nostalgic Sirens (Song by Pearl Jam) 
 

Disassociation 
 

1015 Empathy The Citizen's Arrest  
 

Proud 
 

 
Involved 

 

 
Motivated 

 

1665 Shocked  Homeland (Tv Show) 
 

Enraged 
 

 
Worried 

 

 
Entertained 

 

1673 Shock Story from A Friend 
 

Horror  
 

1566 Relatable Sylvia Plath Short Story (Superman and 

Paula Brown's New Snowsuit) 

1506 Heartbreak Nicholas Sparks Movies 

1577 Sad I Can Speak  
 

Guilty 
 

1510 Hype Kuroku No Basket  
 

Inspiration 
 

 
Empathy 

 

1991 Shock David Attenborough Docos 
 

Revelation 
 

 
Sadness 

 

1809 Comfort Harry Potter Books and The Book Thief  
 

Nostalgic 
 

 
Fondness 

 

1239 Relatable The Intern (Film) 
 

Happy 
 

 
Comfortable 

 

 
Proud 
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1016 Happy Snow White (Film) 

5340 
  

1802 Sadness Snape (Harry Potter) 
 

Empathy 
 

1687 Confused And Then We Were All Ok (Short Story) 
 

Revelation 
 

1729 Hopeful Lifting You by NERD and Pharrell (Song) 
 

Happiness 
 

2713 Distraught World War 2 In Colour (Netflix)  
 

Ceasefire 
 

2063 Pride The Castle (Film) 
 

Joy 
 

2310 Inspiration Harry Potter Books 
 

Wonder 
 

 
Awe 

 

 
Captivated 

 

 
Engaged 

 

 
Obsessed 

 

1234 Sad Toy Story 3 (Film) 
 

Nostalgic 
 

 
Happy 

 

 
Sentimental 

 

2899 Shock Patriots Day (Film) 
 

Fear 
 

 
Terror 

 

2408 Shock 1984 (Book) 
 

Despair 
 

 
Relief  

 

 
Anxiety 

 

 
Existential 

 

2708 Familiarity Into the Wild (Book / Movie) 
 

Existential 
 

 
Relatable 

 

 
Natural 

 

 
Hope 

 

 
Solace 

 

2420 Respect 
 

1720 Wonder Ratatouille (Film) 
 

Fun 
 

1954 Shock The 100 (Book / TV Show) 
 

Fear 
 

1721 Empathy 
 

 
Happy 

 

1103 Cynical Into the Wild (Film) 

1058 Enjoyment The Inbetweeners (TV Show) 
 

Fun 
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Relatable 

 

1751 Wonder The Egg by Andy Weir (Short Story) 
 

Curiosity 
 

 
Intrigue  

 

 
Joy  

 

1975 Positive It's A Beautiful Day (U2) 

1151 Sad The Planet (Doco) David Attenborough 
 

Empathy 
 

 
Guilty 

 

 
Scared 

 

 
Worried 

 

 
Concerned 

 

1682 Shock An Episode of Catalyst 
 

Sadness 
 

1364 Inspired   Ellie Wiesel 'Night' (Novel) 
 

Sympathetic 
 

1557 Hopeful Crazy Ex-Girlfriend (Musical) 
 

Accepting 
 

 
Engaged 

 

 
Empathy 

 

 
Fulfilled 

 

 
Enlightened 

 

1006 Nervous Call the Midwife (Episode 1) 
 

Worried 
 

 
Hopeful 

 

2764 Amazed Inspector Kido 

2876 Excitement Submerged (Short Story Dystopia) 
 

Horror  
 

 
Empathy 

 

 
Guilt 

 

2350 Sorrow Boy and Bear Big Man (Song) 

2065 Awe How to Be Famous (Novel) 
 

Amazed 
 

 
Excitement 

 

 
Possibility 

 

 
Opportunity 

 

2441 Empathy Rowan of Rin (Sees Self in Character) 
 

Fear 
 

 
Empowerment 

 

 
Representation 

 

2088 Pain The Stained Club (Short Film About Scars) 
 

Despair 
 

 
Helpless 

 

2347 Confused Alice In Wonderland (Helped Me to 

Dream) 

2224 Shocked  Story of Loss 
 

Confused 
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2591 Grateful Love You Forever (Children's Book) 

Depiction of Relationship Between Mother 

and Son   
Sad 

 

2020 Nostalgic The Opening Scene of The Princess 

Diaries  
Happy 

 

2676 Sadness Loss of A Family Member and Loss of 

Home (News Story)  
Grateful 

 

 
Appreciative 

 

2340 Empathy Lion (Film)  
 

Sadness 
 

 
Appreciative 

 

 
Hopeful 

 

2668 Terror Midsommar (Film) 
 

Awe 
 

 
Inspiration 

 

2952 Resonated How Much A Dollar Cost, Song by 

Kendrick 

2452 Disgust Spotlight Film Sex Abuse in Clergy 
 

Fortunate 
 

2208 Sadness The Pursuit of Happiness Biopic 
 

Hope 
 

 
Empathy 

 

 

 

 


