



	Hands-on activity
The Shape of Stories: How to Inspire Adaptation Action Through Storytelling 


	
Communicating on climate change and adaptation can present several challenges which vary according to the audience. In some cases, it can provoke negative reactions, such as avoidance, denial or even discouragement. But it can also meet obstacles from the scientists and policymakers who demand, justifiably, that the information transmitted maintain high levels of accuracy and completeness. This, however, can lead to messages too complex or maladapted to their intended audience. Effective communication strategies must therefore inspire constructive, positive responses, while remaining scientifically rigorous and avoiding misinformation. Ultimately, these strategies must incite adaptation action.   

In this context, storytelling can be a powerful tool to ensure effective communication of adaptation issues. 

This interactive workshop’s primary objective is to help participants gain a functional understanding of storytelling and to apply its basic structure in a collaborative exercise. It also aims to raise participants’ awareness of the value of storytelling as a concrete and accessible tool, thus encouraging its integration into messaging designed to encourage adaptation action. 

Storytelling as a colloquial concept is well known to most, but beyond vague ideas of its relation to stories, its application remains poorly understood by many in scientific and even knowledge brokering circles.  

During the workshop, participants will learn to apply the basic structure of storytelling (beginning/situation, middle/problem, end/solution) using a framework proposed by Randy Olson in Houston, We Have A Narrative. The simple yet effective approach uses the words “and,” “but” and “therefore” as reference points for building a compelling narrative.

1. And: Sets the context and lays the foundations of the subject by linking important ideas or facts. 

2. But: Introduces a conflict, a problem or an element of tension that captures the audience’s attention.
 
3. Therefore: Resolves the conflict by proposing a clear, logical conclusion or solution. 
 
This method is a versatile tool for transforming complex ideas into a more engaging and accessible format, while breaking the monotonous, linear structure of conventional scientific communication. The innate causality of this structure easily integrates scientific concepts and provides flexibility in the amount of information and complexity to be included for the target audience.  

Moreover, storytelling can effectively demonstrate the benefits of taking action. By applying this simple narrative structure during the session, we aim to ensure that participants come away with more tools to inspire action in the fight against climate change.   

Session Objectives 

The workshop will be devoted to the active co-creation of adaptation messaging using the fundamental structure of storytelling. Taking a serious game as a framework, the workshop will advocate for the use of situated learning to help adaptation researchers, practitioners and decision-makers practice and gain functional understanding of basic storytelling principles to facilitate the transfer of knowledge and inspire action in target audiences.    

The workshop therefore aims for the following objectives: 

1. Master the basics of storytelling: Participants will learn about the and-but-therefore framework proposed by Randy Olson. 
 
2. Dive into the practice of storytelling: By way of a specifically designed serious game, participants will put the and-but-therefore framework into practice. They will work in small groups to develop stories about adapting to climate change, tailored to specific audiences. 
 
3. Thinking about message adaptation: Participants will learn how to adjust their language and content to their target audiences to maximize the impact of their communications and encourage concrete action.   

Session structure and format 

A brief plenary session will precede the workshop, introducing the activity and a high-level presentation to emphasize storytelling as both a vital and accessible tool with untapped potential among all disciplines involved in climate knowledge brokering. 

Participants will be invited to work in breakout groups to co-write two texts or scripts for a specific short-form medium and themed around the same climate hazard (chosen beforehand by the organizers). With the help of specially designed cards to help structure proceedings, stimulate discussion and provide all necessary content, the teams will produce one text in a classic enumerative and informational format, and a second using a fundamental storytelling structure as described above. This will serve to contrast the two approaches and highlight the specific quality added by adopting a narrative framework. The texts will aim to incite a specific action, based on the target audience, which will be different for each team. Facilitator’s from Ouranos as well as from the Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) will be present to guide participants through the game.

At the end of the session, each team will present the results of their brainstorm. 

The session will be in-person only, aiming to stimulate dynamic interaction and learning, facilitated by the immersive experience of the serious card game. 

Intended takeaways 

The session aims to provide ideas and tools for creating powerful messages tailored to different audiences to encourage action on climate change adaptation. More specifically, it intends to strengthen the understanding and skills of climate change adaptation researchers, practitioners and decision-makers in the fundamental structure of storytelling. It will also serve to showcase serious games as an effective training approach for knowledge brokers.  

Participants will leave the session having gained an understanding of the basic structure of storytelling and the ability to apply it directly to their work in adaptation. They will also learn to apply adapted messaging for target audiences and intended outcomes within the above narrative framework. Finally, interaction with other participants will provide exposure to different perspectives on storytelling as well as insights into knowledge brokering challenges for people from different areas, cultures and disciplines. 

References: 

1. A. D. Cropper, R. E. Luna and E. L. Mclean, “Scientific Storytelling: From up in the clouds to down to earth… A new approach to mentoring,” 2015 IEEE Integrated STEM Education Conference, Princeton, NJ, USA, 2015, pp. 252–257, doi: 10.1109/ISECon.2015.7119934.

2. Boivin, M., Grenier, C., Dragomir, A. (2024). Parler efficacement des changements climatiques. Institut national de la santé publique du Québec. https://www.inspq.qc.ca/sites/default/files/publications/3591-parler-efficacement-changements-climatiques.pdf

3. National Center for Science Education (NCSE). (2015). And, But, Therefore: Randy Olson and the Art of Science Storytelling, Part 1. https://ncse.ngo/and-therefore-randy-olson-and-art-science-storytelling-part-1

4. Olson, R. (2015). Houston, We Have a Narrative: Why Science Needs Story (Reprint edition). University of Chicago Press.



	PARTICIPANTS

Participant 1

Full Name: Marie-Emmanuelle Bossé

Organization: Ouranos

Bio:
Marie-Emmanuelle holds a bachelor’s degree in communications and a master’s degree in environmental science studies with a specialization in international climate policy and negotiations. 
At Ouranos, she actively contributes to the valorization and transfer of knowledge on adaptation, in order to make this knowledge accessible to various types of adaptation stakeholders.

Participant 1 Contribution: 

As a Knowledge Transfer and Training Specialist at Ouranos, Marie-Emmanuelle actively contributes to promoting climate change adaptation efforts. With her expertise in communication and scientific popularization, she has developed innovative strategies and designed a range of tailored tools to make information accessible, engaging, and action-oriented. She works to transform complex knowledge into clear and impactful messages, fostering a better understanding of climate issues and adaptation solutions.
Her approach is based on storytelling, a powerful tool for engagement that brings scientific data to life, enhances social acceptability, and strengthens support for adaptation measures. Through the creation of video capsules, accessible texts on climatic hazard, educational training, and news articles, she adapts her message to diverse audiences. Strategic decision-makers, practitioners from various sectors, and citizens alike benefit from content that makes climate change tangible and encourages action. 
With Martin Payette, she developed the “Shape of Adaptation Stories” game and tested it extensively with adaptation actors from different communities of practice to ensure it could accomplish the desired task and inspire high levels of satisfaction from participants.
In this workshop, her expertise in knowledge transfer will help participants better understand and integrate storytelling into their communication tools. She will provide in-depth insights into effective narrative mechanisms and share concrete examples showcasing their impact. By combining scientific rigour with emotional impact, she turns storytelling into a powerful driver for raising awareness, persuading, and inspiring action against climate challenges.

Participant 2

Full Name: Martin Payette

Organization: Ouranos

Bio:
Martin Payette holds a B.Sc. in Biological Sciences from Université de Montréal, a M.Sc. in Biology from Université du Québec à Montréal and a Graduate Diploma in Journalism from Concordia University. His experience ranges from research, wildlife management, science communication, writing and audio production for a variety of audiences. 

Participant 2 Contribution: 

Martin Payette became interested for serious games when he was tasked with researching and developing content for a Timeline-inspired game on the history of high-performance computing (Calcul Québec, 2023). The game was aimed at an uninitiated public and showed him the potential of this medium for bridging wide and often intimidating knowledge gaps.

In developing this workshop, Martin Payette contributed his interest for serious games as well as his experience as a trainer and storyteller. He conducted an extensive review of literature on the use of storytelling as a teaching tool for scientific subjects, and combined this with his direct experience of the challenges of introducing storytelling concepts to experts across disciplines. With Marie-Emmanuelle Bossé, he developed the “Shape of Adaptation Stories” game and tested it extensively with adaptation actors from different communities of practice to ensure it could accomplish the desired task and inspire high levels of satisfaction from participants.

During the workshop, he will help guide players through the game, providing insights into its functioning as necessary, and prompting debate and reflection to facilitate creativity and to encourage participation.
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Participant 3

Full Name: Åsa Gerger Swartling

Organization: Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI)

Bio:
Åsa is a Senior Research Fellow and Head of Knowledge Management at SEI. She specializes in qualitative social science research, with a focus on sustainability governance, climate adaptation, co-design of climate services. She leads SEI’s global organizational learning efforts and manages internal knowledge platform development.

Participant 3 Contribution: 

During the workshop, Åsa Gerger Swartling will act as a facilitator to ensure smooth communication between participants, providing insights as necessary and keeping teams focused on game objectives.







