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Background 

Narratives have long been studied as retrospective meaning-making, i.e., as a way we make sense 

of past events. What has received less attention is our understanding of how narratives guide 

prospective actions by shaping our expectations and sense of direction in life as well as 

methodologies attuned to investigating the multi-faceted and reciprocal relationship between the 

production of meaning and social action.  

That narratives guide social action is not a new proposition. Thinkers such as Sartre, MacIntyre and 

Ricoeur represent philosophical traditions suggesting that stories are not just told but also lived. The 

structure of human temporality; of life in time, as Ricoeur explicates, is fundamentally related to the 

structure of narrative as both of these are tied to the structure of the plot. Still, previous empirical 

research has primarily approached narratives as retrospective meaning-making.  

Decades of narrative research have broadly addressed two dimensions. The first dimension 

considers how narratives work as a sense-making tool with the capacity to produce, challenge and 

change the identities of individuals as well as collectives. Scholarship in this stream of research is 

concerned with what narratives produce and tends to rely on interviews or documents seeking to 

read beneath the surface of accounts disrupting a simply rational notion of the speaking subject. 

The second dimension emphasises how narratives are produced interactively in particular contexts 

where resources (e.g. institutional authority) needed to tell convincing stories may be unequally 

distributed. Scholarship in this tradition often relies on ethnography as a way of investigating the 

situated production and use of narratives.  

At the frontier of these agendas contemporary narrative researchers now turn attention to the 

relationship between narratives and social action asking whether, when and how narratives guide 

prospective social actions. The stories we tell, Georgakopoulou has argued, are often “rehearsals for 

later action more than reconstructions of the past; they are more about imagining the future than 

about remembering the past” (Georgakopoulou 2006, p. 127). Is this really so? As narrative scholars, 

we have yet to systematically demonstrate this empirically. A proper, systematic response to this 

question requires methodological innovation. While conventional traditions of qualitative 

interviewing, document analysis and ethnographic fieldwork are well-suited to produce data for 

analysing stories and storytelling, empirical investigations of the relationship between narratives 

and social action (in a broader sense, not just the social practice of storytelling) require scholars to 

rethink research designs and analytical approaches.  



With this call for abstracts we invite contributions from scholars that address the question of what 

types of research designs and data are needed to investigate the relationship between narratives 

and prospective social action. Contributions can address:  

- Empirical designs (quantitative or qualitative) that allow for investigations of the relation 

between narrative and prospective social action  

 

- Methodological challenges, such as: 

o challenges linked to designing research that enables us to understand contradictions 

in the data (e.g., between what people say they will do and what actually happens) 

o challenges in singling out the narrative ‘effect’ from other contextual factors  

 

- Methodological questions such as: 

o Co-production of narratives  

o Silence and untellable stories and how these link to prospective social action 

o Ownership and ethical aspects related to appropriation of narratives for prospective 

social action 

 

Special issue editors: 

Professor Rachel Thomson, Sussex University, UK 

Signe Ravn, University of Melbourne, Australia 

Ditte Andersen, VIVE, Copenhagen, Denmark 

 

Submission instructions: 

Interested authors are asked to submit an abstract of 400-500 words by September 15, 2018. 
Abstracts should provide an outline of the proposed paper, including its methodological, empirical 
and/or theoretical basis. 
 
Abstracts should be emailed to Ditte Andersen: den@vive.dk  
 

Abstracts will be accepted based on their scientific quality while also aiming for a diversity of 

methodological approaches and innovative designs. 

We expect to inform successful authors by the September 28, 2018, with a provisional submission 

date for full papers of February 1, 2019. The special issue will be published at the end of 2019. 
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