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Facilitating systems transformation through stories

Systems Storytelling
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● Stories are like stars. Individual, shiny and bright, they move and inspire us.

● Narratives are a collection of stories like constellations are a collection of 

stars. Stories can be connected together into narratives,  making a deeper 

kind of sense and meaning.

● A culture, then, is like a galaxy. Ever expanding and evolving, a culture is 

comprised, in part, of narratives as the galaxy is comprised, in part, of 

constellations.

A Conversation about Cultural Strategy by  Jeff Chang, Liz Manne, Erin Potts

A bit of terminology - Stories, Narratives, Culture



Photo  credits: San cave art, Cederberg Conservancy, South Africa; Dilip Varma storytelling collective, thehindu.com

Storytelling is Our Oldest Social Change Tool

● Storytelling is humanity’s oldest “technology” to create 

social change. When we narrate our histories and activate 

our imaginations, we foster a process of collective 

“meaning-making”.

● Meaning-making is the way we selectively choose 

information, sequence it, bound it (identify a beginning, 

middle & end), and then use this interpretation to identify 

courses of action. 

● When we tell stories together, and over time, we activate 

collective agency, the ability for groups to cohere and 

create a shared future. 



https://askwonder.com/research/storytelling-v-facts-6tbizsd4h



● Systems approaches require many stakeholders, often 

with differing viewpoints, to come together over long 

periods of time to affect change.

● Heroic, linear narratives are particularly dangerous 

for complex, systemic issues because they prioritize 

single solutions, often from privileged actors.

● We need to revitalize Storytelling practices that keep 

groups together while learning: considering 

viewpoints, testing and experimenting, evaluating, 

learning from failure and trying again. 
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Why Storytelling and Systems?



Rethinking Storytelling - The Systems Storytelling Initiative

From Transaction To Transformation

● How does Storytelling  as a 
product convince others to 
think or do in specific ways?  

● How does Storytelling as a 
process bring us together by 
reshaping how we see a 
system?



Community of Practice Members

David Bornstein
Journalist & Author

Joanne Cheung
Artist & Writer

Melanie Goodchild
Researcher & Systems Thinker

Nat Kendall-Taylor
Narrative researcher & Mobilizer

Philippa Kabali-Kagwa
Storyteller, Poet & Coach

mwĩhaki mũragũri
AfroOptimist & Idea Explorer

S’bu Nyamakazi
Musician & Speaker

Tara Roberts
Explorer & Storyteller

Nayantara Sen
Narrative Strategist & Writer

Nicolas van Hemelryck
Filmmaker & Architect



What do we hope Systems Storytelling can achieve?

1. Better understanding of the complex nature of a social system

2. More trusting relationships among collective team members and the communities you 

serve

3. Deeper and more constructive dialogue between the stakeholders in a system

4. A container that better holds the emotional extremes (both suffering and joy) that are 

inevitable in social change work

5. A more cohesive collective identity among collective team members and your constituents
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Desired Impact
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Examples of How Stories Change Systems


