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Abstract: Narratives are shaping our understanding of the world. They convey values and norms
and point to desirable future developments. In this way, they justify and legitimize political actions
and social practices. Once a narrative has emerged and this world view is supported by broad
societal groups, narratives can provide powerful momentum to trigger innovation and changes in the
course of action. Narratives, however, are not necessarily based on evidence and precise categories,
but can instead be vague and ambiguous in order to be acceptable and attractive to different actors.
However, the more open and inclusive a narrative is, the less impact can be expected. We investigate
whether there is a shared narrative in research for the sustainable economy and how this can be
evaluated in terms of its potential societal impact. The paper carves out the visions for the future
that have been underlying the research projects conducted within the German Federal Ministry of
Education and Research (BMBF) funding programme “The Sustainable Economy”. It then analyzes
whether these visions are compatible with narratives dominating societal discourse on the sustainable
economy, and concludes how the use of visions and narratives in research can contribute to fostering
societal transformations.
Keywords: narratives; sustainable economy; societal impact of research; research communication

1. Introduction: Telling Stories—The Power of Narratives and Their Role in Research
1.1. Narratives as a Tool to Shape Public Discourse
A transformation towards a sustainable economy requires innovation in all parts of society.
Technical, institutional, and social innovations have to be aligned with the broader societal goals for a
sustainable economic system, which may have far-reaching consequences for society. Not only must
production be rethought, but also consumer behaviour must change. New forms of production and
cooperation between consumers and producers have to be established and new institutional setups
are required to support these new patterns of consumption and production, in order to facilitate a
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sustainable economy [1]. For these innovations to be successful, it is critical that the general public
accepts and applies such innovations, and embraces the changes resulting from their utilization [2].
In this regard, communication is an important aspect of creating and maintaining acceptance for
innovation in general and sustainable innovations in particular. As Becker [3] has shown for digital
transformation, a process of profound societal change needs a compelling narrative in order to align
with broader societal values.
Narratives are a social construct that describe reality in a teleological way [3]. Hence, they link
different frames or “schemata of interpretation” that enable individuals “to locate, perceive, identify,
and label” occurrences within the world at large and their life space in particular [4] (p. 21). Narratives
emerge when similar frames are linked to create storylines. These narratives point to different root
causes of a problem, hold different actors accountable, and help to justify different courses of action.
Frames and narratives are hereby supposed to "mobilize potential adherents and constituents to garner
bystander support and to demobilize antagonists" [5] (p. 198), [6].
The relevance of narratives is widely accepted: Empirical studies on such linguistic constructs
in policy analysis are now a well-established scientific field [7,8]. Narratives, however, are not
necessarily based on evidence and precise definitions; ambiguity, vagueness, and normativity are key
characteristics. There are potential trade-offs between the concreteness of narratives on the one hand,
and their ability for mobilization and acting as a basis for consensus on the other hand. A narrative may
be very vague and consequently find widespread support, but may not entail concrete guidance for
action if it is too broad and covers too many options and potential pathways for action; while another
narrative may point to concrete actors or problems but does not find support from a large number of
actors, because it is too narrow and does not provide sufficient links to other ideas, images or visions [9].
Due to these characteristics of narratives, they cannot be constructed from a purely scientific
process (or a small, distinct group in general). Rather, they are shaped by public discourse as sets of
ideas, concepts, metaphors, discourses, or storylines about change and innovation [10]. In addition,
because of their power to legitimize and mobilize, narratives are typically contested and compete for
interpretive sovereignty. In this context, the scientific validity of a narrative is only one factor and not
necessarily the most important one.
Narratives provide a relatable framework for groups of actors and shape our understanding of
the world. Narratives transport values and norms and point to desirable future developments. Hence,
we define narratives as a shared and consistent vision of the future, pointing out dysfunctionalities of
the current system and illustrating pathways to achieve the desired future. They justify and legitimize
political actions and social practices. Hence, they:
•
•
•
•
•
•

facilitate communication about specific issues,
provide instructions for action,
can help to either preserve or change current value systems,
provide reference points for societal actors,
configure political alliances and actions, and
create political positions and their strategic legitimacy [7,8,11,12].

A simple example to illustrate these functions are the different narratives on innovation:
Traditionally, the economic narrative describes innovation as a response to a shortcoming of prevailing
technologies with regard to the needs of individuals. Innovation that effectively serves theses needs will
contribute to market success and economic growth [3]. The narrative on innovation for a sustainable
economy is different. In this context, innovations serve the needs of society by contributing to the
preservation of social cohesion and the protection of natural resources. They may enhance wellbeing
(instead of monetary values only) [13].
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1.2. Narratives in Science and Research
As Becker [3] has shown, narratives are a crucial success factor for innovations. The framing
of an innovation determines whether it can be accepted in society. Innovations are, by definition,
unfamiliar and new to society. Narratives help to frame innovations and put them in a familiar context.
This frame also determines whether an innovation has a positive or negative connotation and therefore
influences its chances of being successful [2].
Hence, narratives influence science and innovation. Godin [14] has shown how societal narratives
have influenced science policy and the funding priorities of research funders since 1945.
Moreover, researchers are increasingly expected to participate in public discourse and embed
their research questions and results in societal discussion. They are thereby shaping and creating
narratives, while at the same time existing narratives also influence science and research. Researchers
have extensively studied the use and role of narratives in science communication and how
researchers can heighten the impact of their research if they communicate their findings through
compelling narratives [15–17].
However, we argue that narratives do not only play a role in the communication process of
disseminating scientific findings, but that research projects also implicitly refer to or entail narratives
inherently in their design. In this view, narratives shape the research process from early on, however
researchers do not make these underlying narratives explicit.
Given the specific challenges with innovations for sustainability that aim at developing solutions
for societal challenges [15], we would argue a reflection on the (often implicit) narratives is of particular
relevance. Many research projects aim to contribute to the establishment of a sustainable economy
by developing social and technical innovations that aim to change consumer behaviour, to establish
transparency about the sustainability of products, and to make products more sustainable by using
less or different materials, etc.
If we take a closer look at research projects within the context of socioecological research, we can
observe that the underlying understanding of what a sustainable economy looks like differs profoundly
between these research projects. We find competing narratives that envision different “sustainable
economies” and the transformation paths to achieve them. Usually, these narratives share the goal
of staying within the limits of the planetary boundaries [18,19]. However, visions of how this
could be achieved point to very different pathways. For example, the green economy narrative
envisions a transformation within the current economic system without changing its fundamental
principle of economic growth. Structural and technological change are regarded as the main leverage.
Other narratives are questioning this view, arguing that a transformation is only possible if we
fundamentally rethink our economic structures, for instance by placing sufficiency at the center of
economic change [20,21].
Depending on the narrative of a sustainable economy that researchers have in mind when
designing a research project, the aims of research (e.g. developing solutions for sufficient lifestyles vs.
solutions for more efficiency) may differ and the communities that may take up the results change.
Hence, the underlying narratives change the outcome of research projects and are therefore not only
important in science communication at the end of the project cycle. Instead, by being transparent about
underlying perceptions of the world from early on in the research project, researchers who aim at
developing solutions for current societal challenges can increase their impact on society.
In the following section, we will answer the research questions:
(1)
(2)

Which narratives are used in research projects and, in particular, which visions of a sustainable
economy do they use to embed their results, and
How do these stories relate to current societal discourse?

Firstly, developing innovations and demonstrating their contribution to the sustainable economy
presupposes that researchers have a vision of the sustainable economy in mind. Nevertheless, visions
often remain implicitly included in the design of the research. Secondly, we assume that researchers do
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not refer to the same narratives. Rather, they build on different narratives depending on the theoretical
backgrounds and previous research experiences of the researchers involved.
We will focus on the visions underlying the narratives as opposed to other elements of narratives
as visions can be found in all narratives [1]. A vision in this context describes a positive, and therefore
desirable, future. In the discussion, we will consider how the visions for the future used in research
link with broader societal discourse and with the currently dominant narratives in society in order to
reach conclusions about the communicability of research results.
2. Materials and Methods: Identifying Narratives of a Sustainable Economy
To be able to answer the proposed research questions, we first needed to conduct an overview of
the current narratives used in society. Secondly, we analyzed a sample of research projects to learn
about the narratives used in the context of a sustainable economy. Lastly, we compared the outcomes
of both analyses to reach a conclusion about which narratives are used in research and how they relate
to the discourses currently dominant in society.
The first step in the process was a literature review, which we conducted in 2016 [13]. In this review
of academic publications and strategy documents of the German government and other political actors,
such as international organizations and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), we extracted the
currently dominant societal narratives of a sustainable economy as a basis for the analysis. We analyzed
the different concepts of a sustainable economy, examining which societal groups use them and how
they differ with regard to (a) their analysis of the underlying problems leading to unsustainable
behaviour, (b) their visions for a sustainable future, and (c) the pathways to achieving these visions.
Secondly, we carved out the underlying visions of a sample of research projects. We chose projects
funded within the Socio-Ecological Research framework programme (SÖF) by BMBF (the German
Federal Ministry for Education and Research). SÖF, in general, focuses on supporting the development
of solutions for societal transformation processes guided by the principle of sustainable development.
Research projects funded in this programme are generally transdisciplinary in nature and aim at
developing practice-oriented results together with society, businesses and policy-makers. The funding
scheme on the sustainable economy within this programme addresses the general question of how
we can achieve a sustainable economy. As it is the explicit aim of the programme to provide not only
new academic insights, but also practice-oriented recommendations, the projects refer (explicitly or
implicitly) to narratives for the sustainable economy. At the same time, the projects cover a great variety
of topics. These topics span from new approaches for sustainable nutrition, analyzing the sustainability
potentials of the sharing economy, to developing innovative ideas for sustainable decorative plants
or bioplastics. The projects not only cover many different economic aspects, but also use different
methodological approaches, such as living labs or life-cycle-assessments [22]. As the projects cover a
broad variety of topics and approaches, they constitute an interesting sample to identify and assess
different narratives of the sustainable economy.
A review of project publications turned out to be insufficient for extracting narratives of a
sustainable economy, as we found that most projects seemed to have a vision for the sustainable
economy in mind, but that the underlying narratives were not explicit. Therefore, we decided to
extract the narratives underlying the projects’ conclusions and policy recommendations in a structured
way. Our objective was to identify visions across different projects, to link the various elements and to
eventually identify a vision for a sustainable economy. We invited the participants to bring forward
not only scientific arguments, but to take a normative view on the economy and the innovations which
they are working on.
As we were not only interested in the narratives used in single projects, but wanted to learn
about common approaches, joint views, and diverging understandings of different projects, we opted
for conducting a joint workshop with project representatives instead of separate interviews. In the
workshop, we used a design-oriented, participatory method to visualize the project narratives in a
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structured yet creative way [23]. At the workshop (held in April 2018), we asked the participants to
define the three main elements of narratives:
•
•
•

the underlying problems inhibiting a sustainable economy,
necessary next steps to solve the problem, and
a vision for a sustainable economy.

These elements were depicted in a strategy map [23], which enabled the participants to isolate and
define the elements of the narratives they used. In a second step, the participants then clustered the
elements to identify common reasoning and storylines. In group-exercises, the participants visualized
connecting points between the different elements and started to build coherent stories. Thirdly,
by contrasting the elements, it was possible to identify both common factors and different views
on the sustainable economy and to draw conclusions regarding which prevalent societal narratives
are compatible.
In the last step, we compared the results from the literature review [13] to the narratives extracted
from the projects. In order to answer the question of how these narratives relate to the prevailing
societal narratives of the sustainable economy, we compared the wording, images, and visions of both
investigations to determine common features and connecting points.
3. Results: Stories that (Are Supposed To) Change the World: Linking Narratives of a Sustainable
Economy to Research
3.1. Narratives in Society—Summary of the Literature Review
To get an overview of what the current dominant narratives of the sustainable economy in society
are, we conducted a literature review. The starting point for the analysis was deciding to adopt the
BMBF’s definition of the sustainable economy. BMBF, as the research funder, based their programme
on this definition. According to this definition, a sustainable economy is an economy that integrates
economic competitiveness, environmental protection, social inclusion, and justice. It aims at achieving
a low-carbon, resource efficient, and socially inclusive economy, in which income and employment
result from investments in sustainability innovations [22]. Building on this definition we analyzed
current academic literature and policy documents from national and international political actors and
NGOs to get an overview on the different ways of its substantiation.
We found in the literature review from 2016 [12], BMBF’s definition can be interpreted in different
ways. For the purpose of this paper, it seems appropriate to use rather broad terms, that belong to the
same discourse family and which cover a variety of sub-discourses and notions. From this perspective,
there are two main societal narratives of the sustainable economy, which point out distinct underlying
problem structures and emerging pathways for a sustainability transformation [12]:
1.

2.

Green economy narratives: In green economy narratives, the state is often regarded as the central
actor, who can foster a sustainable economy by removing environmentally harmful subsidies,
incentivizing sustainable innovation etc. Building a sustainable economy within the current
economic system seems possible, and proponents generally do not fundamentally question
principles such as economic growth being the main factor for prosperity and well-being.
Post-growth narratives: from a post-growth perspective, a more fundamental change of the
current economic system seems necessary and a fundamental change of values in society is
necessary to achieve a sustainable economy. In this view, the current economic relations within
national and international economies are questioned and proponents argue in favour of abolishing
the goal of achieving economic growth as the main measure of prosperity. In this view, consumers
or society are the main drivers of change.

We can find many different tendencies and concepts within these two broader categories of
narratives for the sustainable economy, which have been analyzed more in depth in the literature
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review. A number of other studies reached similar conclusions: that there is no single discourse on
sustainability or the sustainable economy [24–27].
If we take a closer look at these two main trends in narratives for the sustainable economy, it is
possible to extract the main elements of narratives to find differences and commonalities.
3.1.1. Narratives in Society: Defining the Problem
Most strands of current discourse on the sustainable economy share the same starting point.
For decades scholars have argued that our current model of economic activity is not sustainable,
as we are not able to stay within planetary boundaries if we continue without changing the economic
system. It would be necessary to consider external effects and to foster and support the development
of environmentally friendly innovations, such as new technologies, different consumption patterns,
new forms of governance, etc. Hence, more knowledge is needed to develop, test, and scale
sustainability innovations [18,19,28–31].
However, the root cause is defined differently within the two main discourses described above.
While proponents of the green economy discourse agree that a transformation within the current
economic system is possible, this view is challenged and fundamentally criticized in post-growth
discourses. In this view, technological and social innovations that achieve higher levels of efficiency
and aim at structural economic change are not sufficient. In this view, the current economic system’s
focus on growth will lead to an over-compensation of the sustainability effects of innovations and
rebound effects will lead to even more environmental and social damage. Therefore, the current design
and understanding of capitalism and the focus on economic growth as the most important indicator
for societal well-being is the main cause of non-sustainable economies [20,21].
However, within the green economy there are also diverging views on the weighing of trade-offs
between ecologic sustainability, social inclusion and economic prosperity. Moreover, there is no
consensus on whether innovations for increased efficiency can be sufficient for staying within the
planetary boundaries. There is no agreement regarding the possibility of preventing rebound effects or
if the efficiency potentials are sufficient to achieve a sustainable economy in the long run [32,33].
This shows that the two main discourses have completely different understandings and
interpretations of the reasons and root causes which hinder the development of a sustainable economy
even though there are some connecting points and similar open questions.
3.1.2. Narratives in Society: Pathways Towards a Sustainable Economy
Just as the two discourses describe the reasons for non-sustainability in our current economic
system differently, the pathways towards more sustainability also fundamentally differ.
Proponents of green economy narratives argue that a transformation towards a sustainable
economy emerges from the interplay between markets, innovations, and the political and legal context
in which they are operating [34–36]. Most often, political actors are regarded as the main leverage to
initiate and guide transformation processes. Instruments are, for example, regulatory and structural
policies such as emission trading, cutting environmentally harmful subsidies, or ecology-oriented tax
reforms. However, the different strands of this discourse disagree on the question of if, or to what
extent, innovation policies should be supply-oriented (e.g. regulations for businesses on product/
process design) or demand-oriented (e.g. strengthening sustainable consumption patterns) [20].
However, critiques argue that the state has only limited steering capacities (Smith et al. 2005).
Hence, post-growth discourses argue that a cultural change is needed to achieve a sustainable economy.
From this perspective, societal pioneers take up innovations that are subsequently taken up by
broader groups in society [37,38]. An important aspect of this cultural change is the redistribution
of wealth in society to achieve a more just society [31,39,40]. Following this argumentation, more
and more proponents demand that de-growth strategies should be developed and propagated
more actively [41–43].
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Non-sustainability and injustice are also addressed in the context of globalisation. Authors
argue that non-sustainability can be traced to the structural crises that result from the current
globalised capitalism. This strand, therefore, points to regionalisation strategies for achieving a
sustainable economy [44–46].
Depending on the underlying causal model for explaining the current non-sustainable economic
patterns, the pathways to a sustainable economy are described differently and point out different
actors and governance options [28]. While green economy discourses concentrate on the state at the
national level, as well as on businesses and consumers, post-growth discourses put more emphasis on
consumers, who are able to initiate a transformation towards a sustainable economy through a cultural
change from the bottom up.
3.1.3. Narratives in Society: Visions for the Future
Following the two very different problem definitions and the proposed solutions for change,
we also find two different understandings of what a future sustainable economy should look like. In both
meta-discourses there is agreement that the goal is to stay within the limits of the planetary boundaries.
However, in green economy discourses we observe that, first and foremost, a structural and
technological change is required. A future sustainable economy may still be oriented towards
economic growth, but innovations in all areas of society lead to more sustainable production and
consumption patterns.
In post-growth discourses, we find more radical visions for the future. These entail the departure
from economic growth as the guiding principle of our economies. A just distribution of wealth is put
at the core to achieve well-being and sustainable consumption patterns prevail. In this view, a cultural
shift has taken place, replacing the current values of owning more, bigger, and newer things with a
culture of sufficiency. In many cases, this also involves a return to more regionalized markets instead
of globalized corporations dominating the economy.
3.2. Narratives in Research Projects—Workshop Findings
In the following section, we have summarized the findings from the exercises based on the strategy
map [23], which helped to extract the implicitly used elements of the narratives of the participating
research projects.
3.2.1. Elements of Narratives for a Sustainable Economy: The Problem Definition
In the description of the status quo, the participants focused on the framework conditions for
innovation, but also acknowledged that there is no shared vision for a sustainable economy. In sum,
these preconditions lead to sustainability deficits of excessive resource use and increasing inequalities.
In detail, the participants identified the following problems:
The current economic system is unsustainable in environmental and social terms. Growing
demand and large corporations are depleting natural resources, emissions leading to climate change
are rising and biodiversity is threatened because our economic patterns are destroying natural habitats.
Labour conditions are geared towards maximizing profits, not towards well-being or enabling a good
life for everyone. This holds true for the conditions in the global south, but also in western countries.
Precarious employment and ensuring family-friendly work environments are problematic in many
sectors, for example.
Despite the need for establishing more sustainable production and consumption patterns, changes
are hard to introduce for the following reasons:
1.

There are no agreed criteria and methods for measuring and evaluating sustainability. There are attempts
to develop criteria and indicators for measuring sustainability. However, as there is no shared
vision for a sustainable economy, a clear indication of what is sustainable is hard to achieve and,
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therefore, is hard to communicate. For example, proponents of a green economy may have in
mind different solutions than proponents of post-growth ideas.
Societal and political support for sustainability innovations is insufficient. Even though changes
in technology are continuing to rapidly change our lives, these innovations are not inducing
change towards sustainability. Currently, there are a lack of incentives to steer the innovation
process in this direction. Market success is still the most important criteria. Financial incentives
for developing and using sustainable technologies and plans for fostering the sustainability
transformation, including strategies for exnovation, are insufficient. Hence, there are a lack of
incentives regarding sustainable innovations.
Behavioural change of businesses, consumers, and policy makers does not happen rapidly enough. This slow
change can be attributed to several factors. Firstly, international supply-chains are not transparent,
therefore it is often difficult for consumers to opt for more sustainable products. It is often hard for
companies themselves to track all steps of the supply-chain. Secondly, more sustainable options
are not available in every case, (e.g. rare earth) and more knowledge on alternative materials is
needed. Thirdly, consumers are often unaware that they have an influence by making conscious
consumption decisions. Nevertheless, even when more sustainable solutions are available and
consumers are aware of them, they often (unconsciously) choose non-sustainable behaviour.
Prices are usually higher for sustainable products; they are often harder to come by and values
are currently not geared towards sustainable consumption. Rather, consumption is prestigious.
People still prefer owning over, for example, sharing.

3.2.2. Elements of Narratives for a Sustainable Economy: Pathways for Change
In a second step, the participants were asked to describe pathways to overcome these obstacles.
Again, a variety of different possible paths were mentioned:
Firstly, it is vital to promote cooperation to exchange different views on the sustainable economy and to
achieve a common understanding about sustainability goals, the innovations needed for achieving them, as well
as the specific design of said innovations. Networking strategies and platforms should be developed and
expanded and new formats such as living labs should be used more extensively. Creating common
goods through sharing or peer production can increase awareness for shared responsibilities.
Secondly, the social dimension of sustainable development should be strengthened to put more emphasis on
issues like human rights and labour rights, or equal access to resources. This also includes reducing costs for
sustainability transformations (e.g. energy transformation). This would lower the burden for people
with deprived backgrounds, and help to create a shared vision for the sustainable economy.
Thirdly, developing sustainability innovations should be promoted more extensively. This requires
both changes regarding the innovation process as well as changed framework conditions in markets.
The latter aspect requires creating competitive advantages, new forms of corporate governance and
supply-chain-management. In terms of organizing the innovation process, the establishment of more
participation-oriented processes is needed.
Fourthly, consumer awareness for developing more sustainable behavioural patterns needs to be raised.
This includes awareness of options for drastically reducing disposal rates, resource use and emissions,
but also strengthening sustainability-oriented developments of the “using instead of owning principle”.
This can be achieved through sustainability-oriented education and vocational trainings, for example.
3.2.3. Elements of Narratives for a Sustainable Economy: Visions for the Future
While the problem definition and the pathways enabled a collection of different aspects, regardless
of their relations and specific design, it proved to be more challenging to create a joint vision for the
sustainable economy. However, the participants shared some elements of the vision:
In a sustainable economy, solidarity is the leitmotif for economic activities. Economic success
is measured against agreed sustainability standards going beyond market success. Customers can
make well-informed decisions if supply-chains, labour conditions and environmental impacts are
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transparent and open to scrutiny. The economy is based on an open, participatory innovation culture.
Collaborative production methods create common goods and redefine social relations of exchange,
based on generalized reciprocity. A well-established infrastructure for open knowledge creation and
sharing is accessible for businesses, consumers and decision-makers. Awareness for sustainability is
high, sustainable economic decisions are easily made and worthwhile for all members of society.
However, their interpretation and ultimate consequences for the structure of a sustainable economy
differed. We will therefore present two visions, which eventually lead to two distinct narratives for the
sustainable economy.
•

Vision 1: “Small is Beautiful”—Reconfiguring our economic system.

In this vision, the structure of the economy is organized around small or medium-sized, local
enterprises, which use innovative, transformative business models. These are mostly decoupled from
international value chains and independent from global corporations. Instead, local businesses focus
on keeping supply-chains local, using alternative resources and production methods, which will
eventually lead to a replacement of international supply-chains. Global corporations become obsolete
and will be replaced completely by regional businesses. In this way, production becomes more
transparent and environmental standards and labour rights can be more easily checked. Do-it-yourself
approaches (e.g. repair-cafes, open workshops, urban gardening) and commons-based peer production
of open source knowledge are widely used and sustainable sharing models and up-cycling techniques
are well established, so that consumption is dramatically reduced. This leads to a significant drop in
resource use and emissions. Innovation processes are organized in participatory ways and it is ensured
that sustainability values are incorporated.
In this sustainable economy, a fundamental value shift has taken place. Economic growth is no
longer the prevailing indicator for success and well-being; consumers no longer consider owning
goods such as the latest fashion items or the newest technology as a status symbol; producers no
longer invest in excluding others from using valuable knowledge. Instead, community-oriented values
prevail, putting well-being and a good life at the heart of society, which includes quality of life, social
cohesion, participation, etc. At least implicitly, the technologies are rather low-tech. The likely decline
of variety in products and increasing prices appears to be acceptable or necessary against the benefits
of sustainability.
•

Vision 2: “Transparent and Manageable”—Adapting our economic system.

In this vision, the economy is building on more sustainable production and consumption patterns.
This is achieved by increasing transparency of international supply-chains and increasing standards
regarding the environmental and social impact of products. Sustainability innovations are incentivized,
which also leads to different innovation processes, which now incorporate societal values from early on.
Sustainable solutions are no longer more expensive, rather they are competitive in markets. Therefore,
it is easier for consumers to opt for these products. Companies have a strong incentive to look for
alternative materials (e.g. replacing rare earths) or more efficient production processes. This change
in focus results in a change of the overarching economic goals. Producing (and selling) more goods,
increasing the profit margin and ultimately growing in terms of revenue is no longer the main goal.
Economies of scale become less important. Instead, network effects resulting from a higher number of
users of sustainable solutions gain relevance. Localized or regionalized small-scale technologies are
possible. However, unlike technologies in the first vision, they are embedded in the wider economy
and utilize economy-wide infrastructures. The positive environmental and social effects resulting from
a bigger consumer group of sustainable products and services prevail. This change goes hand in hand
with a change in consumer preferences. Consumers are more aware of sustainability issues.
Also, in this view, a change in the value system is taking place, although it is not as fundamental as
in the narrative “Small is Beautiful”. Sustainability becomes a more prominent decision factor—leading
to less consumption. However, current economic principles are still part of evaluating well-being and
success. Values like social cohesion, and environmental friendliness, etc. complement current indicators.
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4. Discussion
The analysis of research projects on innovation for a sustainable economy revealed some insights
regarding the underlying narratives: Firstly, most often, the workshop participants refer to visions
for the sustainable economy rather implicitly in their research. The storylines described above have
been developed to explicate the ideas, visions, and reasoning for the sustainable economy that have
been used implicitly. Secondly, we found two different descriptions of the sustainable economy in
this sample of projects. Despite some common viewpoints and corresponding elements of the vision
for the future, it was not possible to agree on a joint vision of what a sustainable economy should
look like. This was to be expected, as in the literature review [12] we already established that there
is no commonly shared understanding of what the sustainable economy is in society either. We can
therefore conclude that the results of the projects are possibly targeted at different groups of society
or—if not intentionally targeted at specific groups—at least appear to be more compatible with certain
groups and are therefore more likely to be adopted in these particular contexts. This leads us to our
research question: How the storylines we detected in our analysis link to current societal narratives.
Usually, discourse analysis takes an ex-post perspective: It explains why a narrative has been
influential in the past. However, the storylines brought to light during the strategy mapping exercise
are not narratives that are being used in societal discussions (yet). However, they tend to use vocabulary
and describe images that are used in societal narratives or which are at least compatible with them.
Hence, from an ex-ante perspective it is only possible to analyze two main aspects of the vision:
•
•

The compatibility of visions, by referring to the vocabulary and images described and their links
to other narratives used in societal discourses.
Their communication potentials including criteria such as understandability, links to current
events, and a coherent storyline.

Hence, in the following section, we will analyze the two narratives from these perspectives
to determine if the adopted storylines are compatible with narratives of the sustainable economy
prevalent in societal discourse, which we identified in the literature review of 2016 [13]. Secondly,
we investigate if the way these have been described is suitable for connecting with these discourses.
In this way, we can examine whether the research is likely to be utilized in certain societal discourses
and may be able to have an increased impact on achieving the goals of a sustainable economy, as is
expected from research funders and society as a whole.
4.1. Compatibility with the Green Economy and Post-Growth Narratives
Despite starting from a similar problem definition and assumptions regarding the main obstacles
for a sustainable economy, the storylines differ profoundly in their vision for the future. Therefore,
the links to current societal discourses differ, too:
Prominent ideas in post-growth views on society can be found in both narratives. For example,
the call for more regional-oriented economies or the renunciation of the growth-paradigm are both
prominent claims in post-growth communities [13,31,39,40,47]. The “Small is Beautiful” vision,
in particular, has links to the movements, which are critical to globalization and the principles of
capitalism in general [44–46]. This narrative could also be linked to the discourse “buen vivir” [48] as
it stresses the holistic approach of viewing nature, the economy, and human society as an entity and
putting the well-being of the community at the forefront [49].
While the “Transparent and Manageable” narrative also has some links to post-growth ideas, like
the independence of economic growth, it is also linked to the green economy debate, which is currently
the most mainstream view on the sustainable economy. Views expressed in this narrative, such as the
ideas of pricing environmental externalities, or the reduction and replacement of (critical) resources,
increasing efficiency and creating more transparent supply chains, link to ideas expressed in the green
economy discourse [13].
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Even though both visions leave room for interpretation, they accentuate different aspects of a
sustainable economy. They are both linked to more than one relevant societal discourse. However,
only the storyline “Transparent and Manageable” seems to be compatible with the currently dominant
discourse of the green economy. Therefore, the “Transparent and Manageable” vision is likely to
be more compatible with a larger number of potential user groups, whereas the “Small is Beautiful”
vision could be taken up by a smaller group who is actively involved in post-growth debates. Hence,
the results of the projects have different target groups. These should be considered when developing
communication strategies and evaluating the impact of a project.
4.2. Communication Potentials
The success of a narrative is partly dependent on its links to current dominant societal discourses.
As we have seen above, the narrative “Transparent and Manageable” provides links not just to
post-growth discussions, but also to the dominant discourse of the green economy, so that project
results can more easily be taken up by society.
Another element is communicability. Real-world examples can make the visions more tangible.
However, the visions are currently not explicitly used to contextualize research questions or project
results. Therefore, both visions described here lack direct references to current and/ or historic events,
which would clarify some of the ideas, create higher levels of identification, and provide clarity as to
why the proposed changes will lead to a better future. Still, the descriptions of the visions can be seen
as a starting point for further improving the communication of the scientific results.
This seems to be more easily possible with the “Small is Beautiful” narrative. When developing the
storyline, the participants embedded the vision in romanticized images of how a community-oriented,
local economy could have positive effects on personal relationships and surrounding landscapes,
making the personal surroundings more livable. This appeal to emotions is often a contributing factor
to the success of narratives [50].
In sum, both visions have the potential to be used for contextualizing research. While the
“Transparent and Manageable” storyline has versatile links to current dominant discourses, the narrative
“Small is Beautiful” offers more filigreed images of the future that appeal to emotions. In this way,
both have the potential to be useful in communicating findings to society with the aim of increasing
acceptance for innovations for the sustainable economy. However, it may be necessary to make the
links to current societal discourse and the contribution of innovations to societal goals more explicit.
This would help to put the innovations into context and enable a broader discussion about their
contributions to the broader aims of society.
5. Conclusions
Most scientists would not consider the construction and dissemination of narratives as their
domain of activity. The ambiguity and normative character of narratives conflict with a scientific
approach of demonstrating evidence on causalities ‘objectively’, and developing and applying precise
definitions and concepts. Narratives are a subject of research, but rarely the result of scientific inquiry.
However, as it has been previously demonstrated, narratives are key for the uptake of innovation in
society, and in particular for innovation for sustainable development. Scientific inquiry and innovation
is not independent from societal discourses. Narratives are not only a means of communication and
dissemination, but they shape research, while at the same time they change societal discourses.
Against this understanding of the reflexivity of narratives, we carved out and analyzed firstly the
narratives of a sample of research projects on a sustainable economy. Specifically, we identified the
underlying visions of a sustainable economy. Secondly, we analyzed how these relate to the broader
societal discourse on sustainability.
As expected, narratives are not made explicit by researchers and in research reports. The initial
attempt to distill the narratives from publications from a set of projects failed. The structured workshop
with its method to distill the narratives by inviting the researchers to positioning themselves on a
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strategy map revealed the implicit narratives embodied in the design and communication of research
and innovation for a sustainable economy.
These narratives are not identical with the narratives on a sustainable economy in the discourses
of the society as a whole. There are links and matches regarding underlying concepts between
the narratives of the researchers, and the narratives in the wider societal discourses. The societal
discourse is rather antagonistic between those positions that pursue a reformist green economy strategy
and others that argue in favour of systemic changes towards a post-growth economy and society.
This antagonism is not mirrored in the narratives applied by researchers. In fact, they connect to both
narratives that are dominant in the societal discourses in many cases. It was, however, not possible for
the researchers to agree on a joint narrative. The competing views of the societal debate were reflected
in their views. The question remains whether this still entails the possibility to develop a bridge
between both and to overcome the underlying conflicts. On the one hand, the bridging narratives
of researchers tend to increase the ambiguity, and thereby involve the risk of losing a meaning for
the protagonists of the debate in society. On the other hand, they are potentially compatible with the
different views of the various actors.
Whether narratives that are brought forward by researchers are taken up in society or not, is not
only a matter of their qualities and content, but also a question of the interests and views of other
actors and the processes and their dynamics in society. Although some ingredients of successful
narratives are known, there are no recipes for making narratives societally relevant. Narratives cannot
be constructed, they can be found and taken up.
This has at least two implications: Firstly, it is meaningful for researchers to reflect on their implicit
narratives and to consider their links to other non-scientific discourses. This has been suggested earlier,
given the importance of narratives for the uptake by society. Our analysis has shown that narratives
are not only constructed as a means for communication and dissemination of results, but are relevant
from the initial steps in designing a research or innovation project. The reflection on the entailed
narratives from early on would increase the chances for the uptake of research and it enables dialogue
with non-scientific actors.
Secondly, from a funders perspective, a plurality of narratives is an asset, as neither researchers
nor funding agencies are able to predict or design future discourses. Hence, they are also not able
to predict the resonance of innovations and findings in public discourse. Therefore, it is meaningful
to open up research funding programs for research that entails different, even competing narratives.
Possibly, a competition on narratives could lead to an innovation in itself that contributes not only to
the uptake of research, but also contributes to the wider discourses in society.
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