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Narratives represent storied ways of knowing and communicating, thus, have always

been a key feature in media and communication research. In our contribution, a concept

to explain sustainability-related cognitive dissonances as well as a new version of a

narrative inquiry is introduced to capture reflections on experiences of sustainability and

individual assessments of (un)sustainable behavior over time. We perceive storytelling

as an action, as act of problematization which uncovers cognitive dissonances and

coping strategies. Using Rory’s Story Cubes® (dice with pictograms), we stimulated

35 interviewees from various cultural backgrounds (Asian, European, Anglo-American)

to “story” sustainability-related life events into order and meaning. Our evaluation

of the interviews1 focused on the story as a whole, which was then linked to the

individual biographical background to understand motives for and moral conflicts about

(un)sustainable behavior. In the paper we discuss and critique this theoretical concept

and the related innovative inquiry form in the area of environmental communication

research to gain a better understanding of individual perceptions of sustainability, moral

dissonances, and cognitive friction occurring in relation to sustainability-related issues.

Keywords: sustainability communication, cognitive dissonance, cognitive friction, storytelling, narrative

interviews, triangulation

INTRODUCTION

Over the last two decades, the idea of sustainability has gained traction, mainly in political and
corporate discourses. Sustainability, per se, can be defined as the fact that a given activity is capable
of being sustained and therefore, continued (Johnston et al., 2007, p. 61), enabling the co-existance
of human and nature, creating an ecocultural identity and generate restorative alternatives and
transformation. Today, sustainability is frequently used as an important goal set by governments,
NGOs and businesses, as well as trans-national organizations such as the United Nations, which
developed the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. These goals are now part of the 2030 Agenda
entitled “Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” (UnitedNations,
2018). There, sustainable development is characterized as a societal process of learning and

1Consent to the publication of their verbatim quotes was obtained from all the participants.
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creation. There is a common sense—at least in western
countries—that the idea of sustainability has to be negotiated
in public deliberation (Weder, 2017; Kuntsman and Rattle,
2019). Based on this idea, there is a consensus that sustainable
development includes normative ideas: responsibility for the
future, meeting global needs, protection of the environment,
development as a deeper logic and matter of life, integration
of economy and environmental responsibility, as well as
participation and engagement. Thus, the conceptualization of the
ideas and ways of their realization is a matter of contestation, or
from a critical, constructivist perspective: a matter of deliberation
and sense-making processes. The complex and unsettled nature
of sustainability is seen by some as a limitation on acknowledging
the idea in practice and even on efforts to achieve meaningful
sustainability (Marshall and Toffel, 2005, p. 30–32). Sustainability
is described as “wicked problem” (Herrick and Pratt, 2013, p.
4,434); therefore, we can state that communication plays a crucial
role for a sustainable development.

A debate about the narratives and meaning of sustainability
and their origin has been raised in the academic outlets,
professional media, and public debates lately. Here, sustainability
is described as a highly contested term and often labeled as an
“empty” word (King, 2013) or a concept where discourses on
different levels have managed to overextend its meaning “to the
point of trivialization” (Ott et al., 2011, p. 13), mainly because
the terms are blurry, fuzzy and ambiguous (Krainer and Weder,
2011; Fischer et al., 2017). In the public sphere, the concept of
sustainability is often associated with environmental issues such
as climate change and global warming; with social issues such as
poverty, water scarcity and social inequalities; and with business
economic issues such as resource insufficiency and sustainable
agriculture. As often as it is discussed in different discourses
and public deliberation processes, a discernible definition of the
word has rarely been discussed and analyzed. Giovannoni and
Fabietti (2013) suggested that the reason for this is, that the term
has a multidimensional (environmental, social and business)
and integrated definition, which creates tension between the
different dimensions.

The lack of consensus between science, politics, business
sphere, related public discourses, and the media is generating
uncertainties for individuals, causing emotional, and cognitive
detachment from the concept itself and hindering appropriate
practices that would respond to the risk of unsustainable living.
This leads to cognitive dissonance within an individual’s mind.
Cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1962) states that when
human beings have conflicting ideas in their minds, they would
try to unify the ideas, as dissonance is a naturally uncomfortable
state of mind. In the case of sustainability, the conflict would be
acting sustainably, this could require effort, cause inconvenience,
and conflict. Therefore, it is also human to reduce that dissonance
through one of three strategies (Festinger, 1962): change in
behavior; change in belief; or justifying the behavior. In our
paper, we outline an innovative conceptual and methodological
approach to better understand sustainability communication on
an individual level. Therefore, we conceptualize sustainability
as normative framework (Hoppe and Wolling, 2017), as a
normative claim for a specific action (or inaction, i.e., not flying).

This type of framework not only influences individual decision-
making processes (such as consumption, mobility), but also
influences the wider arguments, narratives, and frames that are
used to account for or justify a specific action (or inaction) related
to sustainability as normative framework.

Based on an innovative storytelling approach supported with
“Story Cubes” used in narrative inquiries, entirely developed
within our research lab (Weder et al., 2019a), we are able to
focus on the problematization of events and actions evaluated
as (un)sustainable. With this, it is possible to learn about the
normative character of sustainability as framework influencing
individual behavior as well as individual strategies to use
“sustainability communication” for the interpretation of their
individual behavior.

In the following chapters, the research gap of sustainability
communication on an individual level is identified and a new
theoretical concept and relatedmethodology is introduced as “re-
storying sustainability” (Weder et al., 2019a). After explaining the
innovativemethodological approach, the findings of the narrative
interviews are presented and discussed with a specific focus on
cognitive dissonances and cognitive friction emerging in the
process of storytelling. In addition, the limitations of the study
are reflected and an outlook on the academic contribution of this
project toward environmental and sustainability communication
research is given.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The state of art in sustainability communication is, that there
are only a few bits of literature offering an overview in this area
(Brackin et al., 2011; Godemann and Michelsen, 2011; Dade and
Hassenzahl, 2013; Allen, 2016). They show, that sustainability
studies and other scientific engagement with the notion of
sustainable development has an interdisciplinary, as well as
transdisciplinary character (Weder et al., 2019b). There is a
common ground of understanding sustainability communication
as “introducing an understanding of the world, that is of
the relationship between humans and their environment, into
social discourse” (Godemann and Michelsen, 2011, p. 6).
However, there is a lack of a broader, cultural perspective on
sustainability communication; most of the literature approaches
either communication about sustainability or communication
for sustainable development (Newig et al., 2013; Genc, 2017).
In both dimensions, the functional, instrumental understanding
of communication dominates and is increasingly explained and
explored (Bjorn et al., 2019; Kuntsman and Rattle, 2019) with
a focus on sustainability reporting, social impact (Daily and
Huang, 2001; McKenzie, 2004; Chaudhuri and Jayarem, 2018),
specific media to communicate sustainability (Huang et al., 2019;
Maltseva et al., 2019) or dissemination strategies and pedagogical
approaches (van Dam-Mieras et al., 2008; Djordjevic and Cotton,
2011; Sprain and Timpson, 2012; Genc, 2017). Furthermore,
there is a link to the established fields of corporate social
responsibility (CSR) communication (Elving et al., 2015; Diehl
et al., 2017; Golob et al., 2017; Rasche et al., 2017; Weder et al.,
2019b), climate change communication (Stecula and Merkley,
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2019) and sustainable consumption communication (Bilharz and
Schmitt, 2011; Linea et al., 2016).

The research gap concerning a broader perspective on all
communication processes where information, interpretations,
values and opinions regarding sustainability issues are
influencing cognitive processes seems worth a further
exploration. Thus, in our contribution, we will take a broader
perspective, not only on the sustainability-related information
itself, but also the way it is interpreted and imbued with values
and aligned with opinions, influences individual cognitive
processes in complex ways. With this paper, we add another
aspect to communication about and for sustainability. Coming
from a cultural, social constructivist perspective, sustainable
communication in terms of communicatively constructed
morality, which is represented in individual sense-making
processes needs more scholarly attention.

As mentioned above, sustainability issues are characterized by
high levels of complexity and uncertainty (Genc, 2017, p. 514)
and a mutual understanding between various communicators,
bridging the expert lay gap in particular (Bäckstrand, 2003). But
what are the principles and techniques that promote and govern
processes of deliberation that individuals, as well as collectives,
use to understand complex systems so that they can make
informed decisions while confronting multiple, and sometimes,
conflicting objectives (Stern, 2005)? Recommendations are
deliberations on available scientific data and information,
transparency of processes and value orientation and interest
(Herrick and Pratt, 2013). With a cultural approach, sense-
making processes happen on an individual level as “intellectual
refinement associated with arts, philosophy and learning” (du
Gay et al., 1997, p. 11); sustainability is part of culture today
through which we all understand and interprete the world
(Weder, 2017).

László (2008) pointed out that people create stories in order
to better understand the world and they share the stories
with others. Hence, narratives are seen as a public carrier
of human experience and framing of their environment. A
narrative is “the organizing principle of how people give sense
of the world” (László, 2008, p. 103). Embedded in a social
constructivist perspective with a narrative approach, we are
able to understand individual lives, social representations and
interpretations. Furthermore, a narrative can act as both, as a
means to construct social representations and as the framework
to study them (Laszlo, 1997; Weder et al., 2019c, p. 164).

Methodologies that capture situations and contexts for
individual sense-making processes follow a constitutive view on
communication and acknowledge the social-constructivist
aspects of conversations and narrations. Thus, in our
contribution, we draw on narratives as not only a mode of
knowing, but much more a process through which knowledge
is constructed and sense is made. A narrative (or story) has
a structure that usually focuses on two aspects, the sequence
of events and the actions of one single or more characters
(Dahlstrom and Ho, 2012; De Graaf et al., 2016). In addition,
stories as narratives are characterized by some kind of problem
or conflict (here: dissonance, which will be conceptualized in
the next sub-chapter) as well as a cause-and-effect-structure

(Hinyard and Kreuter, 2007; Dahlstrom, 2014). This conflict
includes a stimulative problematization and moral judgements—
related to a specific normative framework. Eckstein (2003) and
Sandercock (2003) explain this sense-making that comes along
with narratives when each individual has a core story and that
they become their stories by telling and re-telling them and
“reproducing” themselves.

Our specific perspective on individual sustainability
communication then has to embrace the “production and
exchange of meanings (giving and taking of meanings)
between the members of a society or group” (Hall, 1997,
p. 2), as well as the interlocked behaviors (Weick, 1979)
and events of communication as constitutive (Taylor and
Van Every, 2000). Therefore, we believe that a cultural
perspective offers a better understanding of contradictions
and the degree of morality in sustainability communication
from an individual perspective as constitutive and cognitive
dissonances related to the inconvenient truths coming along
with sustainability as normative framework and following
moral uncertainties, which will be further elaborated in the
next section.

FROM DISSONANCE TO HARMONIZATION

Focusing on the individual’s perception of sustainability,
and their understanding of related—complex—normative
frameworks influencing their social practices, we have to
acknowledge multiple and sometimes conflicting objectives
that individuals are confronted with (Stern, 2005; Herrick
and Pratt, 2013) as well as cultural factors that are related to
and influence a specific behavior. Sustainability is a complex
issue and individuals are bombarded with an abundance of
information regarding it; it is the culture as well as the cultural
identity of an individual which decides the way of behavior—as
well as the evaluation of this behavior. A “sustainable identity” is
defined as feature of self-perception and cognition in relation to
a cultural context and information that drives and/or motivates
(eco)cultural action (Stibbe, 2015). Related to climate change
and sustainability, the increasingly large amount of information
challenges identity-building processes, which is called “complex
cognition” (Knauff and Wolf, 2010), which can be further
defined from two perspectives: complex psychological processes
and complex conditions, like information overload (Edmunds
and Morris, 2000). In the aspect of complex psychological
processes, “complex cognition” refers to mental activities such
as decision-making, problem-solving that links to cognitive
processes such as perception and working memory, as well
as emotion and motivation. All of the above creates complex
cognition in a psychological process perspective. Thus, when
speaking of climate protection, sustainable behavior related
to a specific cultural context, various actors must be taken
into account, such as ecological, geological, economical, and
political factors. These factors are at a constant change and the
relevance of information as well as counter-measures are not
clear. Thus, the complex nature of climate change and other
relevant complexities in interpreting information can lead to
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manipulative and self-deceptive behavior, which influences
the degree to which individuals are motivated to attend to or
discount different types of information.

Therefore, when it comes to behaving sustainably, individuals
can manifest a self-deceptive behavior and specify which
sustainable actions to perform, which could cause dissonance.
Here, we go with Aronson (1969, p. 20) who linked and
compared the dissonance theory with the reward-incentive
theory. This means that although advocates of the dissonance
theory would not oppose the fact that individuals would be more
prone to carry out and repeat actions that would gain them
rewards, they would say that “under certain carefully prescribed
conditions” (Aronson, 1969) individuals would have an alternate
behavior than with the reward-incentive theory. According to the
aforementioned theories, people will behave sustainably if they
receive an incentive, which in this case could be a self-deceptive
illusion of “doing a good thing”—related to a further established
normative framework for sustainable behavior. This imitation
of a self-deceptive reward is one of the strategies to cope with
cognitive dissonance appearing when the behavior is evaluated
as “un-sustainable.”

The term cognitive dissonance itself was coined by Festinger
(1962), which investigated the nature of the human psyche
regarding conflicting ideas and behavior. The author said
that when human beings come across an issue, which creates
conflicting ideas in their minds, they would try to coordinate
those conflicting ideas—or dissonance—because being in such
a state is naturally uncomfortable. An example of an everyday-
dissonance related to sustainability which could happen to
anyone is eating fast food. An average person knows that
eating fast food is not beneficial to their health and harms
the environment (Woods, 2010). However, it cannot be denied
that people still do it. Deciding to go through with an action,
fully aware of its “bad” effects or qualities of individual life
as well as on a larger (global) scale, creates dissonance inside
the person’s mind. According to Festinger (1962), there are
three methods that people use to reduce the aforementioned
dissonance, namely changing behavior, changing belief, and
rationalizing or justifying the action. From the example given
before, the person dealing with cognitive dissonance regarding
eating fast food would have to change their behavior i.e., stop
eating fast food, change their belief i.e., disregard any information
or studies about disadvantages of fast food or to justify their
behavior i.e., tell themselves that they will eat a salad as their next
meal to compensate for their “bad” decision.

After the publication of theory, Festinger’s cognitive
dissonance research influenced the field of social psychology
(Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones, 2007, p. 7). However, it was
not done without being questioned. One of the most famous
alternative theories to cognitive dissonance is Bem’s (1967)
self-perception theory, followed by Steele’s (1988) argument of
reduced dissonance through maintaining a positive self-image.
Bem suggested that attitude change does not come from the
discomfort of dissonance but rather through the act of observing
one’s own behavior. With that being said, investigated both
theories and came to the conclusion that both “. . . are not
capable of producing unequivocally contradictory predictions

of cognitive consequences of experimental procedures”.
Sustainability as a global framework with several implications for
individuals needs a concept that embraces cultural and societal
value as well.

Five decades after the original publication of Festinger’s
theory, Lowell (2012) accommodates Festinger’s cognitive
dissonance theory with the explicit notion of morality. He added
the morality component through one simple question: will the
action harm someone else? Therefore, it differs from Festinger’s
model—“good” or “bad” to “right” or “wrong.” The author stated
that to reduce moral dissonance, a person goes through an
external justification. In order for a person to justify a specific
practice like a short-distance flight or fast-food eating behavior
without moral guilt, or in other words reduce their moral
dissonance, is to create a story that would eliminate that guilt e.g.,
my job forced me to fly, therefore, I do not need to feel guilty
about flying.

Gardiner (2013, p. 301–321) came up with a similar model,
with an even stronger focus on the broader moral framework
dealing with environmental issues, specifically climate change.
The author described moral corruption as “(a) a tendency to
rationalize, which (b) casts doubt on the validity and/or strictness
of moral claims, by (c) seeking to pervert their status and
substance, and in doing so (d) aims to make those claims
better suited to our wishes and inclinations, and (e) destroys the
characteristics in virtue of which we respect them” (Gardiner,
2013, p. 307). Simply put, moral corruption happens when people
justify their immoral behavior by seeing it as weak or less
strict and changing the morality of their behavior to coincide
with their beliefs: moral corruption is invited in the form of
denial mechanisms. These can be found in the literature, namely
as distraction and procrastination, complacency, unreasonable
doubt, selective attention, delusion, pandering, cynicism, and
hypocrisy (Lever-Tracy, 2010; Norgaard, 2011; Dunlap, 2013;
Ziegler et al., 2014, p. 1021). As well, this concept is related to
the process of moral licensing, discussed mainly in consumer
behavior research (Merritt et al., 2010; Blanken et al., 2015).

In the context of sustainability, we offer a new model
to understand coping strategies with cognitive and moral
dissonance related to sustainability as moral framework:
Sustainability Dissonance Harmonization (SDH) combines
Festinger’s (1962), Lowell’s (2012), and Gardiner’s (2013, p. 307)
ideas using different aspects of each model to acclimatize it to the
notion of sustainability, as seen in Figure 1.

The SDH model derived from Festinger’s (1962) cognitive
dissonance model, through the idea that two conflicting ideas
must be harmonized, as well as the two coping strategies, namely
belief adjustment and behavioral justification. Furthermore,
using Lowell’s (2012) moral dissonance model, conducting
unsustainable actions would harm others in the long run, which,
according to the model demonstrates that unsustainable actions
could be seen as immoral behaviors. Finally, Gardiner’s (2013,
p. 301–321) justification inclination toward the individual’s
own beliefs from the moral corruption model was included
in the SDH model. Simply put, sustainability dissonance
harmonization suggests that when it comes to sustainability-
related internal dissonance, which would occur by doing
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FIGURE 1 | The derivation of sustainability dissonance harmonization (SDH),

model.

unsustainable actions, individuals will try to harmonize their
conflicting thoughts by justifying their immoral (unsustainable)
behavior using logic which is inclined toward convenience
in their lifestyle. With the complementary model it can be
expressed that dissonance and related strategies to reduce it
are related to the certain complexity of an issue. Thus, we
can show, that sustainability as normative framework does
not only influence individual behavior with its certain degree
of morality; much more, confronted with it, individuals try
to deconstruct sustainability to make it applicable in their
behavior or cope with dissonance appearing with unsustainable
behavior. Related to the model, an innovative approach is
necessary to analyse the dissonances and harmonization
strategies, developed in the research lab “re-storying
sustainability” (Weder et al., 2019a) and explained in the
following chapter.

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

As introduced at the beginning of this paper, we focus on
problematization as social practice, that is seen as core process
of storytelling. Sustainability as complex issue challenges
indivuals in their “re-telling” and “reproduction”-processes,
further conceptualized as communicative strategy to (at
the end) “harmonize” dissonant practices. Problematization
as process includes a constructive and deconstructive
perspective, starting with the recognition of a situation or
idea as problematic and an increasing level of involvement
(Crable and Vibbert, 1985). Here, from a practical perspective,
problematization is approached as process of critical (ethical)
reflection which implies the demythicization of common
knowledge or common sense issues like sustainability
(Weder, 2017) and, thus, implies a deconstruction of a
situation that has so far been taken for granted. At the
same time, problematization is constructive, it offers new
viewpoints, consciousness, hope, and action to emerge
(Crotty, 1998).

Thus, to analyze what individuals problematize and to
grasp the process of construction and deconstruction by the
same time, a narrative approach will be methodologically
enriched by problematization as focus of our analysis by asking
how and why a phenomenon, a certain process or social
practice and/or individual behavior is seen as problem(atic) to
challenge insights in coping—here: harmonization—strategies.
This challenge leads to an innovative way to let people tell stories
and work with their stories as material for understanding the
individual perception, problematization, and harmonization of
sustainability-related dissonances.

As a framework for narrative interviews, the storytelling
approach involves life story research or oral history using semi-
structured interviews. The qualitative framework for “re-storying
sustainability” developed by Weder et al. (2019a), bases on
thematic analyses (e.g., Braun and Clarke, 2006), grounded
theory approaches (e.g., Charmaz, 2014) and the so called
“Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis” (e.g., Smith et al.,
2009). The stories show the experience that is made through
events which rise in action (Frank, 2017, p. 312) and have
a so-called turning point that leads to a resolution (Miller,
1995; Aristotle, 1996; Bal, 1997; Gass, 2002). Just recently, the
first attempts to study narratives of sustainability are published
and stories of sustainability or storied versions of conceptual
frameworks of sustainability (Frank, 2017). The author explains,
based on Lyotard (1984) and Polkinghorne (1988) that the
narrative as a mode of knowing is concrete, contextualized,
specific, and personally convincing as well as imaginistic,
interpersonal and emotive (Frank, 2017, p. 312, Epstein, 1990).
Thus, narratives offer more useful answers to complex, often
disturbing and therefore challenging problems (O’Riordan,
2004)—like sustainability. Here, the narrative inquiry goes
beyond a thematic analysis as “coding exercise,” asking for what
is represented in the data. Instead, in a narrative approach,
the researcher takes the story as (eco)cultural identity building
process and looks at the stories individuals create; the research
aims at understanding how people are representing themselves,
or their experiences, to themselves and to others and why.
Thus, there is a greater amount of inductive reasoning and
interpretation in narrative inquiries; the interviewees craft
personal narratives that demonstrate meaning in their lives
(Adler et al., 2017). Therefore, in the interviews we stimulated
storytelling using Rory’s Story Cubes R© (see Figure 2), in addition
to a questionnaire, which was used as a guideline to discover
the interviewee’s links to their biographical background. With
this innovative tool (see Figure 2), we as researchers were able to
interprete the sustainability-related everyday life-stories that are
told within the context of research.

Applying the dice as picture-elicited storytelling approach,
we started with compiling the stories (“Please tell me a story
that you personally link to sustainability”). Concretely, the
pictogram dice (Figure 2) were used as a visual stimulus,
which was meant to aid interviewees to tell their sustainability-
related story—deconstructing the complexity of the issue itself
(Crilly et al., 2006).

Overall, the interviews were divided into three distinctive
sections, namely A: Story/Story Cubes, B: Biography and C:
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FIGURE 2 | Story cubes, dice with pictograms to stimulate storytelling.

FIGURE 3 | Example of thrown dice.

Comments. We started the interviews with section A using
the Story Cubes, because plots contain chains of actions and
events. However, a minimal plot is sufficient to make sense
of the narrative (Czarniawska, 1998, 2004). From the (even
minimal) plot, we can go a step further into understanding the
narrative, because the narrative is thematically organized by plots
(Polkinghorne, 1988). Each participant was instructed to throw
the dice and choose up to three dice which they could relate to
a personal sustainability-related story. The dissonances as well as
strategies of harmonization were possible to screen out with the
use of Rory’s Story Cubes R©, as the pictograms are random. The
dice caught the interviewees off-guard because they had to tell
a story which was related to the pictograms that they had rolled
(see Figure 3).

The stories had to be an event they had experienced first-
hand. Arranged blocks of stories in a unified theme could then
be laid out as a plot (Yoon and Park, 2016, p. 75). In their
story, the individuals attribute significance to their action and
events according to their effect on the whole (Polkinghorne,
1988). Afterwards, if not already mentioned in their story,
they were asked how they felt about the experience they had
described, such as guilt or pride and right or wrong to understand
the degree of normativity related to sustainability as moral
framework in Heidegger’s sense of a narrative as tool to explore

what we do or do not wish to become (Heidegger, 1965).
Thus, all the dialogues in the interview are under the umbrella
of the narrative. The last question asked during part A is
the “source” of those feelings, which leads to part B. To find
out about each participant’s autobiography, part B focused on
their childhood and upbringing regarding sustainability. This is
seen as part of the narrative method because it employs self-
narrated lived experiences in order to find meaning and roles
in one’s life. Narratives reconstruct the past and anticipate the
future (McAdams and Bowman, 2001, p. 11). Subjects such as
sustainability-related rules within their household, what their
parents told them about the issue and aspects in their lives
which touch upon sustainability issues were discussed. Lastly,
part C asked the interviewees to provide comments regarding
sustainability and issues relating to it.

The interviews were conducted by the three authors, who
each had significant background knowledge of the topic, detailed
interview training and practical experience as well as the
prescribed interview guideline (Bryman, 2016). The interviews,
which were partially conducted in German and partly in
English, were transcribed in the original language; the results
were translated into English. The recordings of the interviews
were literally transcribed (Mayring, 2002) and analyzed with
the described narrative approach with QCAmap (https://www.
qcamap.org). Here, the focus was laid on the content of the
story and the interpretations of and references to sustainability
as normative framework; as well, the problematization and
harmonization strategies were of interest for this paper.

Our sample consisted of 18 female and 17 male participants,
ranging in age from 25 to 54 years (average age: 33.52 years),
including people from 8 different nationalities (American,
Australian, Austrian, English, German, Israeli, Japanese, Thai).
The one-to-one interviews were conducted in a specific
University seeting (participants of a lecture about sustainable
development, 2018; Austrian, German, and English) and a
deliberately non-University setting, meaning a random sample
of individuals (Australian, Israeli, Japanese, Thai, Austrian &
German). Guideposts for the recruitment process were to get a
variety of stories from various cultural and ethnic backgrounds
as well as from different age groups with an equal number of
female and male interview partners. The procedures for the
interviews were laid out in writing and clearly explained to
the interviewees before the interviews proceeded. The interviees
were able to choose the location of the interview and were offered
alterantives (classroom/public or private). The interviewees are
not named because it is not essential for the pursuit of the
research question; a permission for recording and publication of
the notes was given.

FINDINGS

As the interviews were qualitative in nature, there was a
vast amount of information within each interview. Although
various themes such as source of each participant’s sustainability
knowledge and the extent of that knowledge emerged, only
information which was relevant for answering the research
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questions (RQs), how individuals perceive sustainability, what
aspects they problematize and how they deal with moral
dissonance, was analyzed.

Topics which appeared frequently throughout every interview
were the exploration of “right doings”—what should be done—
and “wrong doings”—what should not be done, in other words,
“sustainable behavior” and “unsustainable behavior.” However,
the core of the interviews was the interpretation of the stories
that were told within the context of the research. In the stories,
not the problematized issue itself but rather the process of
problematization and the moral compass for the evaluation
(“good” or “bad behavior”) was of interest. For instance, the
story of a 30 year old female interviewee from America (IV#11),
stimulated by the dice used as an example in Figure 3 (see again
Figure 3), was the following:

“I went to the store and I just took a bunch of plastic bags that I’m

also going to do nothing with. I’m going to leave them next to my

other nice cloth bags and just I keep getting more of them so, you

know, we are not really great about that.”

The issue is plastic waste and plastic bags in general; however,
of main interest was dissonance and feeling of “we are not
great in collecting and using plastic bags” itself. However, in
our interpretation of the stories we discovered that there is
only a limited relationship between sustainability and personal
experiences; much more, sustainability is something that is
represented by others, by family members (grandmother,
parents), by friends (“there is this vegan friend of mine”)
or that is represented in the culture (old culture, like Thai;
younger European movements, like Friday-for-future in Austria
or Germany).

Thus, when speaking of sustainable behavior, more often than
not, the participants related their actions not to sustainability
directly but rather to “what people should do,” in other words,
a specific “lifestyle.” For instance, a participant (IV#6: Male,
36yr., Japan) who compared his tendency to turn off household
electronics before leaving the house to something as normal and
necessary as paying attention to his clothing and appearance. He
described this by saying

“. . .when I leave the house and I forgot to turn off my light. I just go

back to my room and turn off the light or air conditioning and go

out again... we feel like it’s the same feeling, like, when you wear

different kinds of socks. You feel like something strange. So, you

want to- . . . Yeah, correct it.”

For this particular interviewee, following this “sustainable
behavior” is embedded into his daily routine, just as much as
putting on clothes is. Therefore, it could be concluded that
it is already a part of his lifestyle. An unsustainable behavior
feels unnatural to him, which leads to an inner necessity to
correct his own actions. On the other hand, when speaking about
“unsustainable behaviors,” the participants linked this to their
own or to others’ “bad lifestyle” choices. These “bad lifestyles”
were frequently followed by justifications of why they think
these “bad behaviors” continue to happen. The justifications

given by the participants recurrently paired with reasoning which
accommodates or creates convenience for their existing lifestyle.
An example of this could be found in the same interview, where
the participant stated,

“We had to go to driving school. So, we often hear that stop idling,

idling. Idling, which is- sometimes we’re just waiting (for) someone

in the car and you use air conditioning. But if you turn it off, you

can see how much it could save the gas or CO2 (emission).”

The participant showed his knowledge regarding the connection
between car exhaust and CO2 emission; nevertheless, he still
justified his “unsustainable behavior” through this small gesture
to accommodate his convenience for commuting or traveling
by idling. Although, conducting idling is better than not to
do so, it could not be denied that driving cars is still not the
most sustainable method to commute. The participant justified
his actions through this small gesture to accommodate his
convenience for commuting or traveling.

Applying the theoretical thoughts, the conceptualized
harmonization strategies could be found in various stories, i.e.,
IV#23, male German, aged 40, said,

“I guess the main thing was turning off lights and electricity and

water. But, I guess, water was more sustainability. It’s, like, things

adults tell kids “don’t waste water because you may not have them

anymore etc.” but electricity, it was more about the financial- sort

of trying to save cost, more than anything. But water, definitely,

was something that had always been- we’ve always been told “turn

off water when you brush your teeth,” “turn off water when you’re

using soap,” or- basically, don’t waste water. It’s always been-even at

school as well, growing up, you know, that was something that was

heavily discussed at school.”

The participant had knowledge about what he believes is
sustainable behavior, where the norm is institutionalized (like
schools). He had learned from school and the emerging discourse
between him and his friends, although he is not certain why they
had to tell him. And he did remember those sustainable behavior
guidelines—but felt his inability to cope with it completely—and
blaming the institution/the system for it:

“Actually, I think, they never explained to me why we should do it.

Yeah, they told me to do it. They would explain just briefly, like,

“if you waste water, in the end we would not have any water left” or

something like that. But they weren’t really advocating for recycling,

for example, or anything like that. That’s something more that I sort

of picked up as I grew up. Well, I mean at school, I think aside from

school rules, that had notices placed in toilets, where it says “don’t

waste water” and things like that. . . . But I just felt like there were

more room for me to slack off with it.”

In this case, the participant used moral corruption to justify not
behaving sustainably. In saying that when you live in a country
that has no water scarcity to experience and, related to that, no
“official rule” or regulation, it became a “social norm” to “slack
off” on the sustainable behavior. The participant justified his
unsustainable behavior by seeing it as less strict and changing the
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morality, in this case through “social norm,” of his behavior to
coincide with his actions.

Another interviewee (IV#9, Japanese, female, aged 34) said,

“Okay. Let me talk about my background. I’m from Japan and so as

my company’s reputation we- Our company have to be efficient for

everything. So, for example, the reason why I choose this. . . Cube.

(is) Because I remember that when I was a little, in Japan, we have

four seasons. So, summer time is very hot, the winter time very cold.

So, we rely on the air conditioning and also heater. When we were

little, we didn’t think of anything, right? So, when you go to 7–11,

like one hour you’re away, I just- I wanted to keep my room cold.

Because when I came back from 7 to 11, I don’t want to wait until

the room is getting cooler. So, I put the air con on.”

The interview participant used external factors, in this case the
fact that the weather is changing and challenging, to problematize
and justify the use of air conditioners. This is an example of
moral dissonance that he was able to eliminate guilt through
an external justification. Additionally, in the same interview,
reflections on plastic bags used for “big shopping” were justified
in a different way, here with flawed logic i.e., using the plastic bags
to create balloons or other handcraft activities, to accommodate
the behavior evaluated as unsustainable.

As conceptualized in the theoretical section, individuals
involve themselves in an issue by problematizing it in relation to
sustainability as normative framework. In other words, without
a problematization of an issue with sustainability as normative
reference point or moral compass (Weder et al., 2019a), there
will be no engagement in finding a solution followed by
sustainable practices.

COGNITIVE FRICTION

At this point, we derive from the interview data that various
harmonization strategies are used—however, a certain cognitive
friction remains when individuals think about and evaluate the
degree of sustainability of their behavior (see Figure 4). Much
more, sustainability itself as a normative framework apparently

FIGURE 4 | From harmonization to friction, model.

functions as constant cognitive friction for individual behavior
today—reflected by relating their personal experience with their
culture, external factors like climatic conditions and behavior of
others (family, friends).

Even the individuals, that perceive the notion of sustainability
as a certain lifestyle, feel a cognitive friction in their individual
action because the lifestyle is never perceived as “fully
sustainable” in the sense of “good.” Instead of a cognitive
diversity, most of the interviewees mentioned the “friction” in the
same way, as something that gives them a constant feeling of not
doing “enough,” not coping as good as they could with climate
change related problems, like the following (IV#17, female, aged
25, from Austria):

“It’s never enough, I feel helpless. . . I can’t even blame any

institution, or politicians or “the system,” I just feel that it’s never

enough that I do, just insufficient.”

Here, in addition to the theoretical framework presented
above, we draw on Sweller (1988) who discussed the idea of
cognitive friction in his work, describing the mental effort
that is used in the working memory. Due to the fact, that
the storytelling was focused on a story that happened to the
interviewed person (happened in the past), this friction could
be detected. Sweller further mentions the interplay between the
sensory memory, receiving the information from your daily
actions and activities. The sensory information passes into
the working memory which either processes it or discards it.
Here, we can see the link to harmonization strategies, mainly
Festinger’s concept of cognitive dissonance. Furthermore, the
individual processes the information and tries to categorize
it. It is a process of learning and putting the experience or
action into a specific knowledge structure or scheme. Then it
passes into long-term memory. Generally, a heavy cognitive
load can lead to errors and interference—which is described as
friction. In 1999, Alan Cooper described the concept of cognitive
friction as individuals’ perception of high-tech gadgetry, as “the
resistance encountered by human intellect when it engages
with a complex system of rules that change as the problem
permutes,” recommending “clear paths” to meet this friction.
Thus, with our study, we can show that sustainability works less
as moral framework for individual behavior; much more, it gives
a pathway toward helping people to judge behavior as “morally
good” (sustainable) or “bad” (unsustainable). However, there
are always harmonization strategies that soften the framework.
The interviews provided confidence in the SDH model, because
when justifications regarding unsustainable behaviors were
discussed, participants often offered justification in order to
accommodate convenience in their lifestyle. However, after
listening to and analyzing the stories and relating the stories to
the individuals background, we had to refine our concept in the
following terms: Sustainability is a normative framework on a
societal, institutionalized level, however on an individual level
sustainability works as cognitive friction that remains even after
harmonization strategies have been applied to dissonances.
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DISCUSSION

As proposed in the theoretical section, this researchmainly aimed
at learning about the degree of normativity in sustainability
communication and how this resonates with individuals on
a personal level. In other words, we wanted to explore how
individuals perceive sustainability from all of the sustainability-
related communication which they were exposed to and how
much they relate the issue of sustainability to their personal
experiences. Here, with a narrative approach, our close attention
was paid less to the issues that were brought up but rather
to the process of problematization, represented in cognitive
dissonances that we could find in this problematization process
of a certain (un)sustainable behavior or practice. With our
innovative storytelling approach we were able to trace back
individual evaluations of a certain behavior as sustainable—or
not—with sustainability as a more or less institutionalized
normative framework. Even with harmonization strategies
to cope with incongruent values, individual considerations
and sense-making processes, dissonances remain because
sustainability is still seen as “heavy cognitive load” that leads to
errors and interference which we describe as cognitive friction.

The value of the study and mainly the application of a very
specific, innovative storytelling method is our ability to bridge
the gap between individual behavior and a multitude of mostly
incongruent values and considerations and, by the same time,
capturing the process of reflection on dissonances and strategies
to cope with a remaining “cognitive friction.”

The method enabled participants to forge a connection

between the subject and their personal experiences, it works as an
effective vehicle to exert underlying themes and offer an insight

into personal beliefs. It could not be denied that storytelling
plays an important role in human communication. Atkinson
(1998, p. 2) said that “storytelling is a fundamental form of
human communication. It can serve as an essential function in
our lives. We often think in story form, speak in story form
. . . ”. The author also said that when individuals retell a story of
their experience, it provides them with a deeper understanding
of their experience because they had to reflect upon what had
happened. This leads to one of the most interesting secondary
outputs of this research, the use of Rory’s Story Cubes R©. To
get a direct access to people’s interpretations, associations and
understanding of sustainability, we used the dice to stimulate
stories about sustainability-related life events. With our study,
it was proven to be not only a good conversational starter
with the interviewees. Much more, the stories that were told,
stimulated by the dice, leading to the conclusion that personal
experiences related to sustainability as framework are always
related to a specific cultural background as well as behavior in
the social context, meaning the network of family, colleagues, and
friends. Thus, sustainable behavior is socially constructed as it is
the moral compass for the problematization and evaluation of
individual behavior.

As mentioned in the beginning of this paper, the notion of
sustainability comes with a great deal of complexity. When we
mentioned the topic to our interviewees, more often than not,
they tensed up and showed signs of uneasiness. However, the

cubes themselves were originally designed to function as a board
game. Therefore, using them in the interviews added aspects of
fun and informality to a complex topic of interest. We found that
participants eased up and had proneness to engage through the
use of the dice.

Even though most of the participants seemed to be stimulated
positively by the Story Cubes, it has to be acknowledged as
another limitation of the study that there is the possibility
that interviewees may end up pursuing their own agendas,
telling preformulated stories, rather than engaging with the
interviewer, and getting into the process of narrative storytelling.
Furthermore, picture-elicited research methods in general
require considerable attention to concerns of power and
representation on the part of the interviewers and the research
team in the background (Weder et al., 2019a).

However, with our specific approach of stimulating a story
with the Story Cubes to detect problematization as a core
process of storytelling in general we complement existing
storytelling approaches. The use of visual stimuli can enhance
these memories and provoke a higher level of participant-led
involvement; it can be seen as a fruitful supplement to explore
a wider range of emotions, memories and stories. Thus, the “re-
storying” approach using Story Cubes as a research method as
well as framework for the analysis has the potential to enhance a
deeper understanding of individual perceptions of sustainability
and cognitive friction, that, again, challenges organizational,
corporate as well as political communication and hinders a social
transformation in the sense of a sustainable development.

Overall, the innovative method offered a substantive and
theoretical contribution through the analysis and interpretation
of the social as well as individual construction of sustainability
and also new insights into how sustainability works not only as
normative framework for individual behavior but much more
as moral compass producing cognitive friction. The collected
sustainability stories show that the feeling of “never doing
enough” is either a motivation for “better” or at least changed
behavior. In some cases it was used as a justification for not doing
more or even giving up in the sense of seeing sustainable behavior
as a fruitless task which is not even worth trying. This has
implications for all forms of strategic communication of, about
and for sustainability that can be further considered in the fields
of Organizational Communication, Public Relations, Strategic
Sustainability Communication, and Science Communication
as well as CSR Communication. Furthermore, it challenges a
one-directional, functional perspective on communication as
information. It invites critical and cultural studies to learn more
about multiple channels that are needed to create contexts which
are more conductive to the facilitation of sustainable choices.
Last but not least, the here presented methodological approach
as well as the learnings about cognitive friction that emerges
with sustainability as normative framework for individual
behavior stimulate further research from a psychological as well
as communication perspective. Much more research on the
relationship between social representations of sustainability in
the media, in advertisement, in political and other forms of
corporate and organizational communication and framing of
individual behavior and related cognitive processes is needed.
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Based on that, the potential of sustainability communication
influencing behavior changes and societal transformation
processes can be studied in the future.
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