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728 STORYTELLING

interview approach. Stakeholders are asked to reflect
on their positions (as well as other options), their
capacity to make change, the resources they have
available and their perceptions of other key actors.
Alternatively, a more quantitative process may be used.
Stakeholders may be asked to rank several options and!
or the relative power of other stakeholders to influence
change. Sometimes, a more prescribed approach, such
as a Delphi process, is adopted. The Delphi process
is one where experts are iteratively polled until con
sensus emerges. Qualitative methods are often more
labour intensive (to both collect and analyze) but are
particularly useful for more open-ended brainstorm
ing. Quantitative methods are more expedient but are
likely to limit the scope of the conversation. In addi
tion to talking directly to stakeholders, information can
be gathered from secondary sources such as websites,
blogs, annual reports, newspaper articles and other
public documents.

Map Options

Once all the data is collected, the next step is to try
to make sense of it. frequently, stakeholder analysts
create diagrams, tables or graphs to map a summary of
options. Summary documents often succinctly answer
the following questions: Who are your key stakehold
ers? What is their position on the issue? How influen
tial are they? What resources do they have mobilized?
What resources might they be able to mobilize? How
impactfttl are they likely to be? How are they related?

-Des’elip-theStvtitgy-
-

Armed with the knowledge generated from a well-
created map, a researcher can then begin to develop
an informed strategy. A good strategy will take into
account who the ‘allies’ are and find ways to mutually
support organizing efforts. It also takes into account
who is likely to oppose changes and why. Informed
decisions can then be made about whether there are
ways to accommodate alternative perspectives in the
plan to build consensus or whether to move ahead
regardless.

Other Considerations

Stakeholder analyses can be tised to retrospectively
assess what influences led to a particular outcome. They
can also be prospectively applied to assist with future
planning and decision-making. They can be done on a
macro (e.g. global) scale or micro (e.g. small organiza
tional) scale. Human, financial and time resources will
likely set the scope of an analysis. A stakeholder analy
sis is a way of gathering time-limited information from
a range of constituents to help inform decision-making.

How much weight is given to results should be propor
tional to the efforts inputted. It is always important to
recognize that a variety of natural (e.g. an earthquake)
and political (e.g. a scandal) factors outside the con
trol of researchers or analysts could radically change
the results. Consequently, prospective recommenda
tions are contextually limited. Care should be taken to
balance inputs and efforts with the seriousness of out
comes. Furthermore, the reliability of the data is only
as good as that of the informants. Stakeholders may
purposefully or inadvertently withhold information or
mislead researchers for their own political purposes.
This will likely result in unreliable predictions.

Unlike other action research methodologies, stake-
holder analysis does not have an explicit social justice
orientation. In fact, marginalized voices can be easy
for analysts to dismiss as they likely have little power
to influence change. The concerns of relatively power
less stakeholders may be discounted (even if they are
important). Stakeholder analysis has been widely tised
in business to optimize results for stockholders—often
at the expense of other groups. Groups that are likely
to be heard are those that have the loudest potential for
influence, those that are aligned with the interests of a
project sponsor and those that are capable of making
change happen.

Nevertheless, the methods can be applied and used
by diverse groups to map the landscape for organiza
tional and policy change. It can be an extremely useful
strategic planning tool when used appropriately and
can be adapted to accommodate more participatory and
craticprnç.

--

Sarah Flicker

See also multi-stakeholder dialogue; project management;
strategic planning
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Stories and storytelling are ubiquitous. There have been
human societies and civilizations that have flourished
without benefit of the wheel, but none have existed
without stories. As recent studies in anthropology,
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I philosophy, cognitive psychology and neurosci ence
consistently show, humans are storytelling animals; to
be human is to tell stories. It follows therefore that the
role of the story in action research is critical to under
stand. This entry introduces the concept of storytelling
and asks us to consider these implications for our work
as action researchers.

The words stoly and narrative are often used inter
changeably. However, in this entry (unless otherwise
stated) story should be taken to mean an ordering of
events that infers causal relationships between them,
while narrative is used to mean the use of words andlor
images to convey a story to a listener, reader or viewer.
Thus, stories can be narrated (or told) in many different
ways and by using many different media, including the
graphic arts, song, dance, drama and film. This entry is
primarily concerned with the telling of oral and writ
ten stories, where the term stoiytelling finds its most
direct and literal application, but— broadly speaking—
its conclusions can be applied to any form of narrative.

Not all communication is telling a story; humans
analyze data, exchange information, proffer opinions,
make arguments and plead their case, as well. There
seems to be some consensus in the literature that a
story is an imagined (or reirnagined) experience nar
rated with enough detail and feeling to cause the lis
tener’s imagination to experience it as real.

The Nature of Storytelling

The essence of storytelling is its tangibility: The sto
ryteller seeks to convey an experience (something that
actually happened, might have happened or might yet
happen) in such a way that it seems real. It might be a
story remembered—and perhaps embroidered-—from
life; it might be a conscious fiction made up about
ourselves or others; it might even go beyond what is
humanly possible into the realms of folklore, fairytale
and fantasy. But in whichever of these spheres a story
has its centre of gravity, something has to happen, and
it has to happen to sotnebody (human or otherwise).

Stories necessarily involve particular events happen-
ing to particular characters. They sit within a presenta
tional form ofknowing that exemplifies experience and
offers it to the listener or viewer for exploration. Nar
ratives that veer towards generalities, explanations and
abstractions or which insist on conveying their moral
or meaning have abandoned storytelling in favour of
propositional knowing and advocacy. Thus, the teller
of a traditional tale is more likely to begin by saying,
‘Once upon a time there was a king and a queen’ rather
than ‘On the whole, there was royalty’.

In literate societies, the power of the spoken word
has largely been displaced by the written word. Wal
ter J. Ong, in his classic study of the development ofI

language and literacy, explains the psychodynamics
of the spoken word for preliterate ancestors. In oral
cultures, he says, words are considered to have power;
all sound is dynamic, especially oral utterance which
comes from inside living beings. In a wonderful exam
ple, he points out that while a hunter can experience the
presence of even a dead buffalo through all his other
senses, if he hears one, then it’s alive, and something is
definitely going on!

Although similar to each other in many ways, the
experience of writing (and reading) a story differs
from the experience of telling (and listening to) a story
because in the former the relationship between the sto
ryteller and the audience is less immediate than in the
latter. There can be no eye contact with the writer and
no sense of the writer’s physical presence as one reads;
the words do not fall upon the ear but linger before the
eye, so they can be read and reread at will, whereas the
words of the oral storyteller are ephemeral and must
command our attention moment by moment.

Whether oral or written, humans tell stories for
many reasons: to authenticate their claims to knowl
edge, to claim their individual and cultural identities,
to connect with other people, to influence what oth
ers think, to make sense of the world around them,
to remember where they have come from, to imagine
the future and their part in it and sometimes simply to
amuse and entertain.

In all these domains (and countless others), the
power of storytelling lies in its exceptional capacity
to stimulate both the imagination and the feelings of
teller and audience. It does so because, as the cog
nitive psychologist Jerome Bruner explains, while
humans receive information and argument with a log
ico-rational mindset, through which they can exercise
critical judgement, they receive stories with a different
mindset, which he calls the narrative mode. He makes
a clear distinction between the two, indicating that a
good story and a well-formed argument are different
natural kinds.

The story is the primary means for humans of attrib
uting significance and meaning to the world and their
experience of it. As the anthropologist Hugh Brody
explains, this mode of thought developed early in
the history of the species (as hunter-gatherers). The
logico-rational mind developed later in physiological
and social evolution (with the arrival of agriculture and
settled communities) and is the primary modality for
sorting data, analyzing cause and effect and making
critical judgements.

Recent developments in neuroscience support the
idea that humans are, in effect, hardwired for story
telling. The synapses in their brains can be observed
responding to imagined experiences (through the action
of mirror neurons) in much the same way as they do to
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similar real-life experiences. The ability to learn from
such vicarious experiences is thought to have provided
a potential evolutionary advantage to their ancestors
in terms of survival, whilst the pleasure to be derived
from hearing a good tale might have contributed to
social bonding and even to the selection of a mate.

Thinking With Stories

All humans are steeped in stories; human beings are
(as an apocryphal story describes it) the ‘featherless
storytelling creatures’ of indigenous mythology. mdi
vidtials can all benefit from a better understanding of
the significance of stories and how they work, but the
participative, engaged nature of action research makes
storytelling a crucial skill for practitioners, whose
praxis is both to understand and to change the sto
ries they study. Furthermore, they must recognize and
explore the ways in which they themselves are impli
cated in those stories and how their own story is chang
ing as a result of their involvement.

Conventional qualitative research methodology
invites researchers to distance themselves from the
research subjects whose stories they may collect, the
content of which can then be analyzed with techniques
intended to secure the researcher’s objectivity. In such
methodologies, understanding is achieved by think
ing about the stories that have been told: The logico
rational mode of thought is applied to products of the
narrative mode in an attempt to bridge the irreducible
differences between them. This kind of textual analysis
can render the stories meaningless; at the very least,
they become detached from the context of the teller and
reduced to data.

The alternative offered by the sociologist Arthur
Frank is to learn to think with stories. Thinking with
stories takes the stories as already complete: They are
not treated as data with which to prove or disprove
a hypothesis; rather, they become the stimulus for
engaged enquiry.

How can this be done in practice? Geoff Mead has
argued that people’s understanding of a story is deep
ened (and its impact on them amplified) when they
respond to it with presentational and experiential forms
of knowing, keeping it alive and active in their bodies
and imaginations before bringing their logico-rational
minds to bear on it, a process he calls staying close to
the story.

Action research is commonly thought of as operat
ing in the realms of the first person, second person and
third person (sometimes expressed as ‘for me’, ‘for us’
and ‘for them’). In each of these realms, as articulated
by Peter Reason and Hilary Bradbury in the introduc
tion to the Handbook ofAction Research, storytelling
has a significant role to play.

Since first person action research, practice skills and
methods address the ability of the researcher to foster
an inquiring approach to his or her own life, research
ers must explore the way in which they create their
sense of self (their self-concept or identity) through
storytelling. Conceptualizing the self as a more or
less coherent collection of stories is the first step in
opening themselves to personal change; most psycho
therapeutic approaches are essentially concerned with
re-storying the self. Put another way, individuals imag
ine themselves to be living out a story of some kind,
and the kind of story they imagine will shape the way
they live their lives.

Since second person action research and practice
address researchers’ ability to inquire face-to-face with
others into issues of mutual concern, they mttst be con
cerned with both how they share their stories with oth
ers and how they open themselves to others’ stories, as
well as how they co-create stories in the course of their
mutual inquiry. Here, they directly encounter issues of
power and voice, of whose story counts the most and
of how to listen deeply to stories that are different from
(even antithetical to) their own. Turn-taking structures
such as story circles are particularly useful to democ
ratize the storytelling process and to open up commu- I
nicative spaces in which one can go beyond superficial t,
exchanges of opinion.

And since third person research and practice aim to
create a wider community of inquiry involving persons
who, because they cannot be known to each other face-
to-face, have an impersonal quality, researchers might
seek to expose and disrupt the hegemonic stories that
unconsciously govern their behaviours in ways that
maintain systems of power and authority. They can
do this by telling (or helping others tell) stories from
countervailing stances. There are many examples of
this type of intervention: stories of people with dis
abilities and their carers, stories from ethnic minorities
and indigenous communities, stories from the tran
sition town movement, stories from the front line in
Afghanistan, stories of religiotis dissenters, stories told
on behalf of animals and the more-than-human world.
Coming out of what Jürgen Habermas called the life-
world rather than the system world, such stories tes
tit’ to other realities and challenge existing regimes of
truth by offering alternative discourses.

Storytelling, as Walter Benjamin told us in 1936,
has a moral dimension. The stories people tell are fate
ful, and in this postmodern (perhaps hyper-modern)
age, the importance of storytelling is increasingly rec
ognized. New social media provide platforms for an
unprecedented exchange of personal stories; the art
of traditional storytelling is undergoing a widespread
revival; environmental activists call for a rejuvenation
of oral culture as an ecological imperative.
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When, in 1979, Jean-françois Lyotard declared the
end of the grand narrative of modernism, it signalled
not the end of storytelling but the ]egitimization of a
multiplicity of stories told from many standpoints: a
world in which little can be taken for granted and in
which the grip of hegemonic stories has been loosened.
Storytellers and action researchers can take heart from
Arthur frank’s conclusion that the moral genius of sto
rytelling is that each teller and listener enters the space
of the story for the other. Telling stories in postmod
em times, and perhaps in all times, attempts to change
one’s own life by affecting the lives of others.

GeqjfMead

See also autobiography; Digital Storytelling; first person
action research; narrative; organizational storytelling;
second person action research; third person action
research

further Readings

Benjamin, W. (1999). Illuminations. London, England:
Pimlico.

Brody, H. (2001). The other side ofEden. London, England:
Faber & Faber.

Bruner, J. (1986). .4ctual minds, possible worlds. Boston,
MA: Harvard University Press.

frank, A. (1995). The wounded stoiytellei: Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press.

Habennas, J. (1987). The theoiy ofcommunicative action:
Lifeworid and system: A critique of/imctionalist reason
(Vol. 2). Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

Lyotard, J.-F. (1984). The postnodern condition: A report on
knowledge. Manchester, England: Manchester University
Press. (Original work published 1979)

Mead, G. (2011). Coming home to story: Storytelling beyond
happily ever afte,: Bristol, England: Vala.

Ong, W. J. (1988). Orality and literacn New York, NY:
Routledge.

Simmons, A. (2002). The storyflictor: Inspiration, influence,
and persuasion riuvugh the art ofstorytelling. New York,
NY: Basic Books.

$TITEGIc PLANNING

Strategic planning determines the focus and direction
of the organization for attaining the mission within the
given external environment, making the best use of the
available resources within the given time frame, A stm
tegic plan can be prepared for 1 year or longer depend
ing on the size, complexity of interventions and age of
the organization. Michael Wilkinson defines strategic
planning as a four-step process. Step 1 is to understand
where the organization is now, which is also known
as situation assessment. Step 2 is to determine where

the organiation wants to be, iti other words, strategic
direction. Step 3 is to plan effectively to get there, in
other words, to implement a plan based on strategic
decisions. Step 4 is to monitor the progress of the plan
implementation. These four stages are desirable to
complete the full cycle of a strategic plan.

Relevance for the Not-for-Profit Sector
The resources of the non-profit organizations are pri
marily provided by individual donors, the institution
or the government. Being the recipient of public funds,
there is a social and moral pressure on the organization
to demonstrate outputs and change. Measurement of
changes in the life of the poor and disadvantaged sec
tions of the society due to interventions of the organiza
tion has always been a challenge. Therefore, the public
nature of the grants provided to non-profit organizations
demands greater accountability and the most effec
tive use of the resources. Strategic planning becomes
an important exercise to be effective in attainment of
impact along with efficient utilization of resources.

Dimensions of Strategic Planning

The strategic planning involves initial agreement of a
governing board. (Non-profit organizations are regis
tered under various acts as per the laws of the land.
The governing structure is defined differently in dif
ferent countries or by different organizations). In other
words, the apex decision-making system of the organi
zation initiates the process. It begins by identi’ing a
steering group or team within the organization. Most
likely, the chief executive of the organization leads
the process. The governing board provides the team a
mandate for the strategic planning. The principles of
participation of the primary stakeholders and the scope
of the strategic planning are defined by the board to
determine the time frame and required resources. The
board or the senior management may decide to engage
an external facilitator to ask relevant questions and
help the team work out strategic choices. The process
of strategic planning involves the following:

• Revisiting the vision and mission of the
organization and building a shared understanding is the
first step after undertaking an organizational assessment
through internal reflection or by an external evaluation.
The vision is a larger world view of the society which
provides values for the organization. The mission
statement draws a line as to what the organization will
do effectively and what it will not do or should not
undertake.

• The SWOT (strength, wealcness. opportunity and
threat) analysis provides a realistic assessment to
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