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What makes a good story? 

 
 

1. Think of a a story you really like. 
 

 
1. Can you think of any key elements                                                                 

that make that story really good? 
 
 

2. How would you tell a story to influence people? 
 
 
This presentation will focus on storytelling in social marketing and 
social change  

 
2 



1. The Energy+Illawarra project 

2. The power of storytelling 

3. Our method for storying energy efficiency 

4. How was the narrative made? 

5. Who tells the narrative and where was it told? 

6. Implications 

7. Q & As??? 
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Energy+Illawarra 
 
 
$2.3m nationally competitive grant funded by Australian Dept. of Industry 2013-
2016. 
 
Multiple project partners – Regional Development Agency, University of 
Wollongong and Macquarie University, Aged Care Providers, Community 
Organisations. 
 
University CIs: Paul Cooper, Ross Gordon, Gordon Waitt: Multidisciplinary 
project involving social marketing, human geography, and engineering researchers. 
 
Aim to develop, deliver and evaluate a comprehensive social marketing programme 
to facilitate energy efficiency and comfort & wellbeing in home of low income 
older residents of the Illawarra. 
 
Includes baseline and follow up survey evaluation, formative research with 
participants & stakeholders, ethnographic research, social marketing programme, 
retrofits.  
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Energy+Illawarra 

 
• Issues of energy efficiency, rising fuel costs, and fuel poverty can cause low-income 

older people to use little energy to maintain thermal comfort and can lead to them 
being too cold in winter and too warm in summer (Hitchings and Day, 2011).  
 

• This is an important issue of concern, as cold exposure among older people in 
winter is linked with increased winter morality rates (Smolander, 2001), and heat 
stress in summer is linked with increased mortality among older people 
(Strengers and Maller, 2011).  

• Energy efficiency and thermal comfort are important factors that can be related to 
comfort, health, and wellbeing (Ormandy and Ezraty, 2012; Parsons, 2014).  
 

• For example, The World Health Organization identifies a minimum temperature 
benchmark of 18ºC as being comfortable for humans, with increases of 2-3ºC 
recommended for people more vulnerable to the effects of being cold – such as the 
elderly or the physically disabled (Collins et al. 1985; World Health Organization, 1987).  



Energy+Illawarra 

 
 
The Energy+Illwarra programme made judicious use of theory -  combining 
perspectives from social practice theory (SPT), socio-ecological theory, and 
value theory. 
 
Baseline survey segmentation analysis using value theory identified four key 
segments (Frugal Eco Warriors, Value Opportunists, Independents, and 
Ambivalents) based on their perceptions towards energy efficiency.  
 
Formative focus group research, and home ethnographies and video ethnography 
was used to gain understanding of people’s energy use practices drawing on SPT. 
 
A strategic social marketing mix was then developed, drawing upon a broad range 
of techniques, tools and strategies, taking a socio-ecological approach.  
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Newsletters 

Home Energy Books 

Posters and advertising 

Energy Efficiency Products 

Website and social media  
www.energyplusillawarra.com.au  

Community training  

Media and stakeholder advocacy 

Energy Efficiency Retrofits 

Narrative videos 

http://www.energyplusillawarra.com.au


Energy+Illawarra 

• As already mentioned – we were interested in using social practice theory (SPT) to 
understand people’s energy use practices. 
 

• SPT refers to a broad paradigm of approaches to understanding social practices using 
a cultural theory lens (Schatzki, 2002; Reckwitz, 2002). 

 
• Social practices refer to everyday or regular practices or habits, such as consumption 

of food (Warde, 2005), or using energy in the home (Gram-Hanssen, 2010), and the 
way that these are typically and habitually performed in society (Schatzki, 2002). 
 

 
 • Reckwitz (2002) theorises that practice is 

comprised of different elements such as bodily and 
mental activities, use of materials/things, 
knowledge, language, structures, place, and 
individual and/or group agency, that are utilised to 
routinely perform the practice.  



Energy+Illawarra 

 
• SPT treats the abstract concept of practices as the key unit of analysis. The 

primary focus in SPT is on the practices themselves and not the performers.  
 

• Language, discourse and narratives are key elements of practice (Reckwitz, 
2002). 
 

• Analysing the discourse of actors offers a useful access point for exploring 
and analysing social practices (Martens, 2012).  

 

 
• Therefore, our focus here is on the role and 

power of narratives as a way of 
acknowledging and influencing social 
practices of energy use. 



The power of storytelling! 

Stories are central to human life 
 
Stories are an integral component of social life – we grow up with them. 
 
Stories act as a transmitter of socio-cultural ideas, norms, and structures 
(Visconti et al. 2010). 
 
Barthes (1975) identifies that there is always narrative, and all humans, groups, 
and cultures have their stories.  
 
 

 
 
 



The power of storytelling! 

Stories teach in multiple ways       
 
• Stories involve us in personal, emotional ways, which is different from how we 

respond to facts and statistics 
 

• This emotional power can be the key to igniting action 
 

• The use of metaphor and analogy help bridge the emotional and cognitive meaning of 
a story 
 

• Stories allow us to simulate and learn from events without having to live through the 
experience 
 

• In addition, storytelling can take complex ideas and make 
them simpler and actionable. Many health or social messages 
utilise numbers such as percentages, and uncommon words. 
For people with limited numeracy and literacy skills, 
storytelling may be an option. 



The power of storytelling! 

“Because there is a natural 
storytelling urge and ability in all 
human beings, even just a little 
nurturing of this impulse can 
bring about astonishing and 

delightful results.” 
 

Nancy Mellon, The Art of 
Storytelling 

 

Storytelling for social 
change       
 
• Narrative is an important way 

for understanding, interpreting 
and representing what people 
are saying about social issues.  
 
 

• Narratives are starting to be 
used for social change. 
 

• Baranowski et al. (2008) – 
Video games with stories and 
health behaviour change 
 

• Stead et al. (2013) – use of 
children’s story books to 
promote active living in a 
community 
 



The power of storytelling! 

Narrative transportation theory       
 
• Narrative-transportation happens when people essentially lose themselves in a story 

(Deighton et al. 1989) - their attitudes and intentions often change to reflect the story 
(Green, 2008).  
 

• van Laer et al. (2014) conducted a recent meta-analysis of the narrative-
transportation literature and offer some welcome clarity to how narratives may help 
change everyday practices  
 

• They proposed three key elements for narratives in their extended transportation-
imagery model that relate to the storyteller: identifiable characteristics, imaginable 
plot, and verisimilitude.  
 



The power of storytelling 
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The power of storytelling 

Narrative transportation theory 
- Identifiable characters 

Identifiable characteristics relates to how storytellers use 
narrative framing to refer to characters. 
 
Storytellers should be clear about whom they are talking 
about, & formulate characters according to identifiable 
characteristics that can aid the story receiver’s identification 
with & empathy for the characters.  
 
It is important to ensure that story receivers can understand 
the experience of the characters, & know & feel the world in 
a similar way (Escalas and Stern, 2003).  
 
Narrative-transportation occurs as receivers vicariously 
experience the beliefs and emotions of the story characters, 
and begin to empathise with them as they become engrossed 
in the story (Slater and Rouner, 2002).  



The power of storytelling 

Narrative transportation theory 
- Imaginable plot 

An imaginable plot requires that the storyline be articulated 
clearly and believably for narrative-transportation to occur.  
 
The temporal sequence of events that happen to the characters 
in a given setting needs to happen in a way that is imaginable by 
audiences (Escalas, 1998). Generally stories have a beginning, a 
middle, and an end. 
 
 
If the story plot is imaginable in people’s minds, they can 
identify with it and make connections to their own real life 
experiences, entering the narrative world (Green, 2006).  
 
An imaginable story plot can influence narrative-transportation 
by helping people imagine it could be them experiencing what 
story characters are experiencing.  



The power of storytelling 

Narrative transportation theory 
- Verisimilitude 

Verisimilitude, or what may be termed “lifelikeness”, (Bruner, 
1986, p11) is a critical element (van Laer et al. 2014; Green, 
2004).  
 
van Laer et al. (2014, p802) define verisimilitude as the 
“likelihood that story events may actually happen”.  
 
Bruner (1986) identifies that people evaluate stories in relation 
to their verisimilitude, or lifelikeness.  
 
Bal et al. (2011, p362) argue that the crucial focus in 
verisimilitude is “believability and not on consistency and 
contradictions”.  
 
Therefore, elements of fiction in terms of invented events in 
stories, or issues with continuity are not so critical, provided that 
the story is believable.  



The power of storytelling 

Our extension to narrative transportation theory 
- Situated knowledge  

The question of where a story is told is given less attention in the 
narrative transportation literature.  
 
This is despite research from socio-cultural studies suggesting 
the importance of situated knowledge for understanding 
narratives (Markula-Denison and Pringle, 2006).  
 
Practices always occur somewhere (Pink, 2012). 
 
A Reckwitzian (2002) perspective of social practices would 
suggest that situated knowledge matters, and is an important 
element of energy use practice.  
 
Hitchings et al. (2015) work on winter warming practices in 
Wollongong, NSW, identifies that a lack of winter warming 
practices is in part due to shared narratives of Wollongong as a 
summer place. 



Our method for storying energy efficiency 
– ‘collective video storytelling’ 

Qualitative research 
11 qualitative focus groups with 55 people (35 females and 20 males) aged 60+ years that 
are homeowners or private tenants (i.e. not living in public housing) in regional NSW, 
Australia. 
 
 
Supplemented by parallel ethnographic research involving in home open-ended 
interviews and home video tours. 
 
Questions to start conversations included, “How do you use energy in the home and 
what do you do?” “What do you think are some of the major contributors to electricity 
use in your home?” Participants were encouraged to tell their own stories about 
important topics and practices regarding energy use in the home. 
 
 
Generated insights about participant’s home energy use practices. 

 
Discourse analysis 
Discourse analysis regarding energy use practices in the home was carried out to 
generate a series of narratives. Focus was on the use of language and stories to describe 
energy use practices.  
 
 
 

 



Our method for storying energy 
efficiency 

Creation of stories weaving together excerpts of participant narratives 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


		I have just a small fridge in the kitchen, and it’s got a star rating on it. Today, when you go to buy big appliances you look to see what the energy rating is. I used to have a bigger fridge; but I have small one now because lots of people used to come to the house, but we don’t have many visitors now. The old fridge is out in the garage.  When the man came to conduct an energy audit he checked the fridge for the rubber seals, and all that, to see if the electricity was escaping, I suppose. But, it wasn’t. He told me my little fridge cost me $75 a year to run. So, I was happy with that.  I often wonder about silly things like that, what opening and closing the fridge door does to my energy usage. I don’t know the answer to how to most efficiently open the fridge to get the milk out to put in my coffee and then I put the milk back in. Should I close the door in between or should I leave the door open? I leave it open. But then it beeps. I don’t mind it beeping – it’s a nice pleasant tone. The electricity man told me by opening the door we disturb the air in there and probably cause most of the cold air to come out. You shut it and open it again so you’ve only got one disturbance. His tip was to try not to open your fridge as much; it lets all the cold air out.  

And, my second refrigerator in the garage was the first one we bought when we were married. It is a Kelvinator and it’s still going after 49 years.  It is so old it was before the star system came in.  We never used to look at those stars.  I forgot to show the audit man the fridge in the garage. We keep other frozen things in it, soft drink and alcohol, it goes in there because my fridge in the kitchen isn’t all that big. The kitchen fridge is fine for two, but when you have visitors you sometimes need more room. And, I think the older fridge is cooler and keeps the food fresher.  Everything is so chilled and beautiful when you get it out. It’s probably because it’s not opened as much as the one in the kitchen. The old Kelvinator is not like new appliances where they’ve introduced built in obsolescence. One of my friends told me that my 49 year old fridge is probably why my electricity bill is high. The Kelvinator is using more power than a new fridge.  They went out and bought a new fridge, and it cost them $800 bucks. They said it was the “best $800 they ever spent, and were amazed how much less electricity the new one actually uses.” They noticed the difference on the bill straight away. But what do you do when you’ve got a good fridge? It’s working. You just don’t get rid of it like the young ones do and get another one.  We’re that generation where we don’t get rid of things. Not throwing things out is a generational thing. 









Our method for storying energy 
efficiency 

Creation of narrative videos drawing upon SPT & Narrative-transportation Theory. 
 

• Our creation of narratives focused on 10 practices that research suggests consume a 
high proportion of household energy, and/or are of important consumer concern, & 
which emerged as important to our participants.  
 

1. Using fridges 
2. Considering star ratings when buying & using household appliances 
3. Lighting in the home 
4. Doing the laundry 
5. Using hot water 
6. Heating 
7. Cooking 
8. Personal cooling 
9. Active cooling - using fans and air conditioning 
10. Using curtains, blinds, shading & awnings to regulate temperature in the home.  

 
Narrative videos distributed on Energy+Illawarra website, YouTube, & LCD Brochures 

 
 

 
 



How was the narrative made? 

“I have a blanket that I wrap 
myself up in. I try to warm up 
that way first before I put the 

heater on”  

Existing practices  

Our starting point was  ‘creating’ a series of 
narratives by weaving together extracts of 
the stories told to us in the focus groups 
about different domestic energy practices. 
 
The process of editing together individual 
stories enabled us to develop participant 
oriented collective narratives that provided 
the script for our various videos.  
 
Our selection of stories was guided by 
three key findings from our analysis of 
participants’ energy narratives: 
resourcefulness of existing practices, 
thriftiness, and myths (see Waitt et al. 
2016). 
 
 
 



How was the narrative made? 

Reinforcing existing practices - Using a blanket to keep 
warm 

https://youtu.be/KJHGCEr5Hc4?t=46  

https://youtu.be/KJHGCEr5Hc4?t=46


“I know a friend who used to use 
the street lights at night through 

the window instead of turning 
lights on. He had a fall in the 
bathroom and ended up in 

hospital”  

How was the narrative made? 

Tyrannies of thrift 



Addressing ‘tyrannies of thrift’ by redefining energy efficiency 

How was the narrative made? 

https://youtu.be/PDL_Yg5V2fk?t=6  

https://youtu.be/PDL_Yg5V2fk?t=6


How was the narrative made? 

“I often wonder about silly things like 
that, what opening and closing the 

fridge door does to my energy usage. 
I don’t know the answer to how to 

most efficiently open the fridge to get 
the milk out to put in my coffee and 
then I put the milk back in. Should I 
close the door in between or should I 

leave the door open?” 
 

“I’ve got reversible 
air conditioning, but 
I don’t use that either 

because it’s too 
expensive”.  

“The higher the 
star rating the 
more energy 

efficient it is”.  

Myths & misunderstandings  



How was the narrative made? 

Addressing myths & misunderstandings about reverse cycle air conditioners 

https://youtu.be/KJHGCEr5Hc4?t=298  

https://youtu.be/KJHGCEr5Hc4?t=298


How was the narrative made? 

Addressing myths & misunderstandings - Star ratings on 
appliances 

https://youtu.be/B-Gi-YT1Xbo?t=15  

https://youtu.be/B-Gi-YT1Xbo?t=15


 
These key themes were integrated into story elements following narrative 
transportation theory.  
 
Each narrative video was created to feature identifiable characters, an imaginable 
plot, verisimilitude, and acknowledgment of situated knowledge.  
 
Identifiable characters 
 
 

Who tells the narrative, & where is 
the narrative told? 

In each video the narrators and characters possess identifiable characteristics 
relatable to the low-income older people. The videos feature participants’ voices, 
faces, bodies, technologies and homes.   
 
 
By featuring research participants with the demographics previously defined, this 
helps create identifiable characters for low-income older viewers.  



Who tells the narrative, & where is 
the narrative told? 

Identifiable characters - Project participants in the narrative 
videos 

https://youtu.be/_RRoyEyr-YE?t=50  

https://youtu.be/_RRoyEyr-YE?t=50


Imaginable plot 
 
To help create an imaginable plot for viewers we requested video participants to act out 
everyday energy use practices.  
 
While the narrative story is read, practices are shown being performed on the screen and 
the audio of the narrative can be heard.  
 
For example, the laundry video features Jeanette doing washing clothing at home as she 
would do normally, using her own clothing, materials and technologies such as her 
washing machine and laundry basket.  
 
This synergy between narrative, performers and practices helps the viewer imagine the 
plot, making it more likely they will enter the narrative world (Green and Brock, 2002).  
 

Who tells the narrative, & where is 
the narrative told? 



https://youtu.be/OfTXuybRjiE?t=60  

Who tells the narrative, & where is 
the narrative told? 

Imaginable plot: Acting out everyday practices 

https://youtu.be/OfTXuybRjiE?t=60


Verisimilitude 
 
Verisimilitude was likewise achieved through the use of project participants, 
recounting narratives situated in their homes based on interview transcript data.  
 
In the personal cooling video Peter enters an air-conditioned shopping mall during 
hot weather. He then collects a drink and snack from a stall and then sits at a table, 
where he meets a woman who he appears to know. The woman sits down and they 
appear to start talking although their words cannot be heard. However, Peter and 
the woman are not actually talking about anything and this segment it is entirely 
acted out. 
 
In another example, the cooking video Jeanette shows apparently cooking a chicken 
in the oven. However, this story was acted out, and when shooting the video we used 
a thawed chicken that was shown being taken out of the fridge by Jeanette, and then 
a pre-cooked BBQ chicken we purchased is shown later on. 
 
Even though these segments of the stories are not ‘real’, the way it is shown makes it 
appear to be believable and lifelike, creating a sense of verisimilitude. 
  

Who tells the narrative, & where is 
the narrative told? 



Who tells the narrative, & where is 
the narrative told? 

Verisimilitude – Making the story seem lifelike and believable  

https://youtu.be/yw6PbhkVgfY?t=289  

https://youtu.be/yw6PbhkVgfY?t=289


Situated knowledge 
 
With the consent of participants, the start of each video identifies who the participants 
are, and where they live. 
 
The video narrators are located in their own home or in the local community, using their 
own appliances and materials or local spaces and places relevant to the topic of the 
video. 
 
Situated knowledge and acknowledging the spatial is important as the various practices 
that consume energy help to sustain the social, emotional and sensual relations that 
comprise home-places.  

Who tells the narrative, & where is 
the narrative told? 



Who tells the narrative, & where is 
the narrative told? 

Situated knowledge - Participant's names & locality, and use of local 
spaces & places 

https://youtu.be/yw6PbhkVgfY?t=15  

https://youtu.be/yw6PbhkVgfY?t=257  

https://youtu.be/yw6PbhkVgfY?t=15
https://youtu.be/yw6PbhkVgfY?t=257


Implications 

 
 
 
 

• Important practical implications when creating stories for social change: 
acknowledge elements of social practices, use identifiable characters, create 
an imaginable plot, generate verisimilitude, and incorporate situated 
knowledge.  
 

• Addition of situated knowledge suggests a conceptual extension of the 
narrative transportation-imagery model developed by van Laer et al. 
(2014).  
 
 

• Future research across different contexts concerning different social change 
issues and with different participants groups can extend knowledge. 
 

• Evaluation research on the impact/effects of narratives in social change will 
be important to demonstrate efficacy.  
 
 



Implications 

• Narratives can be an effective strategy for influencing energy efficiency and 
comfort, wellbeing and health.  
 

• Possibilities as an approach to promote other pro-social behaviours. 
 

• Our testing of these narrative videos using cognitive neuroscience techniques 
found they effectively influenced people’s cognitive engagement, emotional 
response, imagination, and cognitive and memory processing (Gordon and 
Ciorciari, 2016). 
 

• Energy researchers, social marketers, policy makers, and social change 
agents should be encouraged to identify the potential of narratives to 
influence behaviour and social change. 
 

• For more information see: www.energyplusillawarra.com.au  
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.energyplusillawarra.com.au


Theme 

Societal 
Wellbeing 

26 - 27 September 2016  
University of Wollongong  
Main Campus 



Questions? 
 
 

 
Dr Ross Gordon                                                                                                        
Email: ross.gordon@mq.edu.au  
Tel: 02 9850 8559 
http://www.businessandeconomics.mq.edu.au/contact_the_faculty/all_fbe_staff/ross_gordon  

http://scholar.google.co.uk/citations?user=npZ4I3gAAAAJ&hl=en  

http://au.linkedin.com/pub/dr-ross-gordon/4a/25b/38a  

Australian Association of Social Marketing – President 

mailto:ross.gordon@mq.edu.au
http://www.businessandeconomics.mq.edu.au/contact_the_faculty/all_fbe_staff/ross_gordon
http://www.businessandeconomics.mq.edu.au/contact_the_faculty/all_fbe_staff/ross_gordon
http://scholar.google.co.uk/citations?user=npZ4I3gAAAAJ&hl=en
http://au.linkedin.com/pub/dr-ross-gordon/4a/25b/38a
http://www.aasm.org.au/
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