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there's a bluebird in my heart that 

wants to get out 

but I'm too tough for him, 

I say, stay in there, I'm not going 

to let anybody see 

you. 

 

there's a bluebird in my heart that 

wants to get out 

but I pour whiskey on him and inhale 

cigarette smoke 

and the whores and the bartenders 

and the grocery clerks 

never know that 

he's 

in there. 

 

there's a bluebird in my heart that . 

wants to get out. 

but I'm too tough for him,. 

I say,. 

stay down, do you want to mess. 

me up?. 

you want to screw up the. 

works?. 

you want to blow my book sales in . 

Europe?. 

there's a bluebird in my heart that. 

wants to get out. 

but I'm too clever, I only let him out. 

at night sometimes. 

when everybody's asleep.. 

I say, I know that you're there,. 

so don't be . 

sad. 

. 

then I put him back, 

but he's singing a little 

in there, I haven't quite let him 

die 

and we sleep together like 

that 

with our 

secret pact 

and it's nice enough to 

make a man 

weep, but I don't 

weep, do 

you? 

  

The Bluebird 

Charles Bukowski 
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Everybody has a bluebird in their heart, that they keep secret from everyone else. But, 

by sharing in story we can show our bluebird while keeping it close to our heart. We 

need not show it in its raw and vulnerable form, but we can use storytelling as a means 

to present it, just as Charles Bukowski presented his. 
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ABSTRACT 

In this thesis the scholarship and discourse about storytelling from the field of literary 

theory was consulted as point of departure for understanding what “good stories” entail. 

Since the time of Aristotle’s The poetics, literary theorists have devoted themselves to 

advancing the field of storytelling and are therefore considered to be the authority on 

storytelling.  

Brand storytelling does not necessarily have the same goal as literary storytelling but is 

rather focused on building the brand and having a positive impact on the consumer. 

Therefore, the triadic perspective that is implemented in this study is important. It 

includes (1) the consumer’s self, (2) the brand, and finally (3) storytelling. The literature 

pertaining to each of the three perspectives in the triadic perspective are covered in 

Chapters two to four. These relationships have yet to be explored together in the 

marketing literature. Through these efforts, this thesis was able to contribute to improved 

brand storytelling in the South African context with the establishment of the purpose of 

brand storytelling as well as the use of the storytelling aesthetic elements present in the 

literary theory discourse to achieve its purpose through consultation of experts and 

exemplar case studies. Through this endeavour, this thesis uncovered the relevance of 

literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African context.  

Chapter 5 introduced the methodology employed in this study. A qualitative 

methodology was used in a social constructivist epistemology. Unstructured, in-depth 

interviews with experts were undertaken in three fields of inquiry, namely in psychology 

(to understand the consumer from the perspective of the self), storytelling (to understand 

what good storytelling entails), and brand storytelling (to relate the knowledge gained to 

the world of brands). The interviews were analyzed using an inductive thematic analysis. 

Further, exemplar South African brand storytelling case studies were considered in a 

deductive within-case content analysis. Findings uncovered from in-depth interviews 

yielded a number of thematic categories that were later grouped into broader themes: 

33 categories from the psychologist interviews (abstracted to six themes); 36 categories 

from the interviews with South African storytellers (abstracted to six themes), and 36 

categories from the interviews with brand storytellers (abstracted to seven themes). 

These findings are presented in Chapter 6 and 7. 
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From this abstraction, the findings were considered in Chapter 8 with reference to the 

theory explored in the literature review. Managerial implications, the limitations of the 

study, and recommendations for future research were also presented. The major 

contribution of this thesis is the discovery of the critical role of the cathartic experience 

in storytelling and brand storytelling. Also, the triadic approach followed in the research. 

This study further made six theoretical contributions, specific to the purpose of 

storytelling and how to evaluate brand storytelling efforts. This study also made five 

managerial contributions that suggest how brand storytellers can direct their storytelling 

effort to be in line with the purpose of brand storytelling, as well as the means to achieve 

that purpose. 
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OPSOMMING 

In hierdie tesis is die vakgebied en diskoers oor storievertelling uit die veld van die 

literêre teorie as vertrekpunt geraadpleeg om te verstaan wat “goeie stories” behels. 

Sedert Aristoteles se Die digkuns (The poetics) het literêre teoretici hulle gewy aan 

die bevordering van die terrein van storievertelling en word hulle dus as die 

gesaghebbendes op die gebied van storievertelling geag. 

Handelsmerk storievertelling het nie dieselfde doel as storieverteling nie, maar is 

eerder gerig daarop om die handelsmerk te bou en om ’n positiewe impak op die 

verbruiker te hê. Daarom is die drieledige perspektief wat in hierdie studie gebruik 

word belangrik. Dit sluit in (1) die verbruiker se self, (2) die handelsmerk, en laastens 

(3) storievertelling in. Die literatuur wat op elk van hierdie drie perspektiewe betrekking 

het, word aangespreek in Hoofstuk 2 tot 4. Hierdie drie perspektiewe en moontlike 

verwantskappe is nog nie voorheen saam in die bemarkingsliteratuur ondersoek nie. 

Die oorweging van die drie perspektiewe tergelykertyd het daartoe bygedra dat hierdie 

studie ’n bydrae tot verbeterde storievertelling in die Suid-Afrikaanse storievertelling 

milieu kon lewer – die bepaling van die doel van handelsmerk-storievertelling, die 

plasing van storievertelling estetiese elemente uit die literêre konteks binne-in die 

bemarkingskonteks en die primêre navorsing in die verband het alles deel gevorm van 

die studie se bydrae.  

Hoofstuk 5 beskryf die metodologie wat in hierdie navorsing gevolg is. ’n Kwalitatiewe 

metodologie met ’n sosiale konstruktivistiese epistemologie is gebruik. 

Ongestruktureerde, in-diepte onderhoude is gevoer in drie velde van ondersoek, 

naamlik in sielkunde (om die verbruiker uit die perspektief van die self te verstaan); 

storievertelling (om te verstaan wat goeie storievertelling behels); en handelsmerk-

storievertelling (om die kennis wat opgedoen is, in verband te bring met die wêreld 

van handelsmerke. Die onderhoude is ontleed deur middel van ’n induktiewe 

tematiese benadering. Voorts is gevallestudies met enkele Suid-Afrikaanse 

handelsmerk-storievertelling in ag geneem in ’n induktiewe ontleding van die 

inhoudelike van sodanige gevalle. Die bevindings wat uit die in-diepte onderhoude 

verkry is, het ’n aantal tematiese kategorieë opgelewer wat later in breër temas 

gegroepeer is: 33 kategorieë uit die onderhoude met sielkundiges (later saamgevat in 
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ses temas); 36 kategorieë uit die onderhoude met Suid-Afrikaanse storievertellers 

(later ook saamgevat in ses temas); en 36 kategorieë uit die onderhoude met 

handelsmerk-storievertellers (saamgevat in sewe temas). Hierdie bevindings word in 

Hoofstuk 6 en 7 aangebied.  

Uit hierdie reduseringsproses is die bevindinge in Hoofstuk 8 oorweeg met inagneming 

van die teorie wat in die literatuuroorsig bespreek is. Bestuursimplikasies, die 

beperkinge van die navorsing, en aanbevelings vir toekomstige navorsing word ook 

aangebied. Die belangrikste bydrae van hierdie tesis is die ontdekking van die kritiese 

rol van die suiwerende/katartiese ervaring in storie- en handelsmerk-storievertelling, 

asook die drieledige benadering wat in hierdie navorsing gevolg is. Voorts het hierdie 

navorsing ses teoretiese bydraes gelewer wat spesifiek te make het met die doel van 

storievertelling en hoe om handelsmerk-storievertellings pogings te evalueer. Hierdie 

navorsing het ook vyf bestuursbydraes gelewer wat aanbeveel hoe handelsmerk-

storievertellers hulle storievertel pogings kan rig sodat dit inlyn is met die doel van 

handelsmerk-storievertelling, asook die middele om hierdie doel te bereik. 
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1.1. INTRODUCTION 

“Marketing is no longer about the stuff that you make, but about the stories you tell.” 

— Seth Godin, best-selling author, entrepreneur, and speaker 

 

Brands endeavour to build strong emotional connections with consumers and achieve 

brand resonance. Building strong brands requires the creation of strong, favourable, 

and unique brand associations that will elicit positive and emotional responses (Keller, 

2001:15). Brand storytelling can be an effective tool to achieve resonance with 

consumers (Lundqvist, Liljander, Gummerus & Van Riel, 2013:294). It is therefore 

important for brands to understand good storytelling and its relevance in consumers’ 

lives. Subsequently, this study undertook an explorative inquiry into the relevance of 

traditional literary theory for brand storytelling within a South African context. 

Traditional literary theory was considered because of the great depth and richness of 

the literary theory discourse. 

As part of the afore-mentioned inquiry, this study explored the relevance of literary 

aesthetics present in the literary theory discourse for brand storytelling within a South 

African context. Qualitative research techniques were used to explore the use and 

relevance of literary theory aesthetics for brand storytelling. In this introductory 

chapter, a background is provided to describe the relevant literature pertaining to 

marketing, branding, literary theory, and the self. Next, the research methodology 

utilised in this study is discussed, including both secondary and primary research data-

collection methods, and the epistemological, ontological, and methodological position 

of the researcher. The chapter concludes by discussing relevant ethical 

considerations, the academic and managerial contributions that the study makes and 

the orientation of the rest of the thesis in terms of subsequent chapter structure. 
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1.2. BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

Building strong brands has become an important focus for marketers in their pursuit 

of brand equity (Keller, 2009:140). Therefore, gaining an understanding of approaches 

that can assist in building brand equity is of importance. Storytelling represents such 

an approach. In the background to the study the relation between brand building and 

storytelling is discussed, followed by a brief overview of the definition of story and 

storytelling, the origins of storytelling and the crucial elements of a story. Then an 

introduction to the relationship between the individual and the story is introduced. This 

discussion involves an elaboration about the self in relation to storytelling. The 

background to the study concludes with what is considered to be good storytelling 

from the literary theory literature.  

 

1.2.1. Building strong brands through storytelling 

Marketers can build strong brands with the use of brand storytelling. Studies have 

affirmed that effective storytelling influences brand associations, thus improving brand 

knowledge and brand equity (see, Lundqvist, Liljander, Gummerus & Van Riel, 

2013:286; Chiu, Hsieh & Kuo, 2012:265). According to Keller (2009:139), the brand 

resonance pyramid can be used as a model for creating brand equity and “intense, 

active relationships” with consumers. A more detailed description of the brand 

resonance pyramid is provided in Chapter 2, section 2.2.3.  

The brand resonance pyramid (also referred to as customer-based brand equity) 

suggests that building brand resonance occurs through the functional performance, 

referring to the ability of a brand to satisfy practical needs (Bhat & Reddy, 1998:33), 

of the brand, as well as the imagery presented by the brand (Keller, 2001:11). Brand 

imagery refers to the attempts made by the brand to create brand associations that 

appeal to consumers’ social and psychological needs (Parker, 2009:175; Keller, 

2001:11). It is the functional performance that elicits cognitive responses from 

consumers, whilst imagery triggers emotion (Keller, 2001:14). Although both the 

cognitive and emotional responses to the brand are necessary to create resonance, 
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this study focused more on the brand imagery presented through storytelling, as the 

aspects of brand imagery can help the brand connect emotionally with consumers 

(Keller, 2001:11). Brands not only need to be respected; they must build a strong, 

emotional and loving relationship with consumers (Pawle & Cooper, 2006:39). One of 

the most effective techniques to unlock the core meaning of a brand is through 

storytelling (Pawle & Cooper, 2006:40; Roberts, 2004:130).  

Good brand storytelling can help unlock the core meaning of the brand. Good stories 

enable the audience to be transported into the story through the symbolic consumption 

of the story’s narrative (Van Laer, Visconti & Feiereisen, 2018:485; Schembri, 

Merrilees & Kristiansen, 2010:624; Thompson, 1997:442), resulting in a catharsis that 

elicits both an emotional response as well as the creation of meaning (Woodside, 

2010:532; Keesey, 1978:193, 194; Freytag, 1863 [1900]). This experience can be 

achieved through the transportation effect, whereby an individual is absorbed into a 

story that transports them into a narrative world which is an abstraction from their 

current reality (Green & Brock, 2000:701). A more detailed discussion of the 

transportation effect is provided in chapter 2, section 2.3.3.1. The experience of 

catharsis allows the audience to create deeper meaning in the experience of a story 

(Keesey, 1978:196). A more detailed discussion of catharsis is provided in Chapter 4, 

section 4.5. In reference to branding, cathartic experiences may therefore allow 

consumers to create deeper meaning and stronger associations with a brand. 

 

1.2.1.1. Stories and storytelling 

Stories permit people to become so engaged with the story that they may forget that 

it is totally fiction (Powell, 2001:89). At this level of engagement, the individual 

becomes absorbed with the story to the degree where they get transported to the 

narrative world and it becomes part of their reality. To achieve this transportation effect 

however, the story must be a good story.  
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Before exploring what makes a good story, one must understand what a story is. 

Firstly, story and storytelling are defined, followed by a discussion on the origins of 

storytelling. 

 

1.2.1.2.  Story and storytelling defined 

A story can be defined as an account of imaginary or real people in events told for the 

purpose of entertainment (Brewer & Lichtenstein, 1982). Thus, a story involves 

characters in a sequence of events, also known as a plot. Plot was first introduced by 

Aristotle in his The Poetics where he distinguishes plot from character in story. 

Storytelling, on the other hand, involves the social and cultural activity of sharing 

stories for entertainment or learning (e.g., Jose & Brewer, 1984; Brewer & 

Lichtenstein, 1982). 

 

1.2.1.3. Origins of storytelling 

The origins of storytelling may be difficult to determine. Rock art represents one of the 

oldest cultural artefacts that can be interpreted as a system of metaphors (Taҫon & 

Chippindale, 1998:1). This system of metaphors and symbols represents the accounts 

and events of the primitive people of the time. These rock paintings were not simply 

early artworks; they carry myths and stories about human existence (Ouzman, 

2001:251). The origin of storytelling is not known and cannot be known; however, it 

can be traced back to the earliest artefacts discovered by archaeologists, suggesting 

that the ability of humankind to create aesthetic stories may be both culturally and 

biologically conditioned (Adorno, 1997:4). In other words, storytelling is something 

inherently human, shaped by the society and culture we live in.  
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1.2.2. The relationship between the story and the self 

There exists a relationship between the individual and the story. Individuals assimilate 

events and stories in their culture and society into their own narrative – thus creating 

a sense of self living within a historical context (Audelo & Bietti, 2013:2). This 

assimilation forms part of the individual’s narrative sense-making process. Narrative 

sense-making is the process in which an individual remembers and uses actions in life 

events to make sense of the self (McLean, Breen & Fournier, 2010:168). The narrative 

sense-making process is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3, section 3.5.2.2. It is 

important for this study to understand not only how brands tell stories, but how 

consumers assimilate stories in their narrative sense-making process. This was 

important for this study because meaning has been understood in reference to the 

self. By engaging in storytelling, individuals are able to contextualise and critique their 

individual and collective reality, allowing for the creation of an internal dialogue around 

their experience in reality (Banks-Wallace, Barnes, Swanegan & Lewis, 2007:169).  

 

1.2.2.1. The story and the individual 

Individuals use storytelling to both understand their self and to interpret reality. The 

use of stories to create the internal dialogue around an individual’s experience in 

reality can be understood as a symbolic interrelationship between the individual and 

the story as a symbol. A symbolic interrelationship occurs when an individual uses an 

object as a symbol to refer to something else (Schembri et al., 2010:624).  The 

symbolic interrelationship between an individual and the story is discussed in greater 

detail in Chapter 2, section 2.3.2.4.1. This interrelationship manifests itself in the 

ritualistic incorporation of myths in consumer’s consumption of advertisement text 

(Stern, 1994:601). For example, a consumer may use Nike advertisement to represent 

their competitiveness and ‘just do it’ attitude. Therefore, the manner to which culture 

and society present storylines can have a distinct impact on the narrative construction 

of an individual. For instance, Drew’s study of post-cancer patients (2005:78) shows 

a discrepancy between the stories of what their lives should look like after cancer 

versus their actual lives after cancer. Some of these cancer survivors do not live 
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normal lives as suggested by the story presented to them by society, leaving them 

disjointed and confused about the meaning of their life. Drew’s study (2005) shows 

that the stories presented to people by the society they live in can have an impact on 

their narrative sense-making process. Through narrative sense-making individuals are 

able to make sense of and understand their identity and self (McLean et al., 2010:167). 

The self, according to social psychology, is malleable for different social situations 

(Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:125). Theory of the self in psychology is covered in greater 

detail in chapter 3.  Greenwald (1980:604) suggests that the retrieval of information 

regarding the self is easier and more accessible if the individual places it in reference 

to time, as observed in the narrative sense-making process. Individuals therefore 

make sense of the self through their personal history that holds reference to time and 

situation/episode (Pasupathi, Mansour & Brubaker, 2007:86; Kehily, 1995). The 

memory of past selves can occur through this episodic memory (or situational 

memory), whereby the self in relation to the situation is remembered. By engaging in 

this process, individuals are able to develop a coherent sense of self (Hogg & 

Vaughan, 2014:127). Self-coherence refers to abstracted long-term schema or 

information stored as clusters of memory (e.g., Chen, Nelson & Hsu, 2015:455), of 

past selves and episodic memory (Conway, Singer & Tagini, 2004). Episodic memory 

holds the potential for longevity and is thus of interest for brand storytellers.  

Social psychology has changed the conceptualisation and theory around the self; it 

has placed the self in the social context in which the individual resides. Emergent in 

social psychology is the concept that there are multiple selves (Hogg & Vaughan, 

2014:125). The concept of multiple selves does not postulate that there are a number 

of different personalities; merely that individuals have a diversity of fairly similar selves 

that are useful in different situations. The phenomenon of multiple selves can be 

observed when individuals dissociate themselves from the past selves perceived to 

have committed immoral actions (Stanley, Dougherty, Yang, Henne & De Brigard, 

2018:1; Ross and Wilson, 2002:792). For example, an individual may refer to an old 

self as ‘him’ or ‘her’, thus distancing themselves from that previous self. Therefore, in 

the process of the assimilation of stories and life actions into the narrative sense-

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



8 

 

making process, there is a bias in that consumers remember moral actions as opposed 

to immoral actions (D’Argembeau & Van der Linden, 2008:543).  

Individuals may therefore consume stories that allow them to remember the self in 

morally correct actions. For example, an individual may remember how they would act 

if they were in the situation of a character in a story and assimilate that in their narrative 

sense-making process. It is through the total experience of a story that the audience 

creates meaning (Chawla, 2007). Therefore, to facilitate the creation of meaning (i.e., 

catharsis) by the audience, a story must captivate them to the point that they can fully 

experience the story. Storytellers can create this experience by telling good stories. 

 

1.2.3. Telling good stories 

To determine what good storytelling is, an Aristotelian perspective can be taken. This 

study took the Aristotelian view that good stories are inherently aesthetically pleasing, 

meaning simply that good stories are enjoyable and pleasant to experience. An 

Aristotelian view was taken for this study because much of the literary theory discourse 

either directly refers to Aristotle’s writings, or refers to elements considered by 

Aristotle. This study therefore viewed stories as holding aesthetic value. A method of 

introspection into storytelling as aesthetic may lie in literary discourses, theories of 

play-write and theories of literature. Through antiquity into modern times, there have 

been many great literary theorists and texts in relation to storytelling as being 

aesthetic; beginning with Aristotle’s The poetics in 322 BCE. An understanding of how 

personalities, or characters, are placed in a story requires insights into the methods 

and techniques that can be used to tell good stories. Perhaps this is contrary to the 

common assertion that character is superior to plot in brand storytelling (see 

Woodside, 2010:533), in the sense that the method to which the story is told must 

come before character, thereby holding an Aristotelian view. Little research or inquiry 

in marketing has a deep exploration or understanding of storytelling within the literary 

theory discourse originating with Aristotle’s Poetics. It has been suggested by 

storytelling scholars that it is the plot of the story that creates meaning and elicits 

emotional responses in the experience of a story (e.g., Weinberg, 1953; Freytag, 1894 
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[1900]). If plot is considered as the method to which aesthetic value is created, then 

the aesthetic value of a story will be considered as the practice of attributing aesthetic 

value to the plot of the story (Collingwood, 1938:86). 

 

1.2.3.1. Aristotle’s The poetics 

Aristotle was concerned with exactly how a poem (in his case referring to all dramatic 

literature) could be made to be as beautiful as possible to produce full artistic effect 

(Weinberg, 1953:98). In his theory transcribed in The poetics, Aristotle makes the 

distinction between mythos (plot) and ethos (character), which he identifies as the two 

main parts of the tragedy (Schütrumpf, 1989:139). Marketing literature has considered 

character in stories in much detail and has placed character as superior to plot in the 

elicitation of catharsis (Woodside, 2010:533). This study adopted an Aristotelian view 

whereby characters can only be expressed in a plot. From an Aristotelian view, focus 

on plot means viewing the character as subsidiary to action (Burns & Goodrich, 2015). 

According to the Aristotelian view, the plot is the means to which the aesthetic effect 

of the story can be realised (Robostellus, 1548 [1974]:125). 

 

1.2.3.2. Aesthetic effect of storytelling 

Aristotle believed that the aesthetic effect desired in the tragedy was one of fear and 

compassion, while the comedy was one of delight. Aristotle further believed that the 

aesthetic effect for the tragedy occurred through its carefully constructed plot, while 

for the comedy its aesthetic effect occurred through the humour of the characters 

(Robostellus, 1548 [1974]:125). Aristotle referred to the elicitation and subsequent 

purging of the emotions fear and compassion as catharsis (Gilbert, 1926:301). Other 

literary scholars, such as Keesey (1978), Gilbert (1926) and Burke (1959), have 

considered this catharsis as the experience of deeper meaning in the experience of 

the story. Woodside (2010:533) viewed catharsis as a deep and pleasurable 

experience. This pleasurable experience can be viewed as the aesthetic value of the 

story (e.g., Schaper, 1968).  
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Modern interpretations of Aristotle’s catharsis involve a learning element. For example, 

Paskow (1983:64) considered the goal of catharsis as the recognition of a truth and 

the reconciliation of emotions felt in relation to the events of a story. Further, Keesey 

(1978:198) suggested that the cathartic experience occurred through the recognition 

of truth which has an emotion component. Keller (2001:12) asserted that, for a brand 

to achieve resonance and active, intense loyalty the brand must first elicit brand 

meaning in the minds of consumers. For brand storytellers, the cathartic experience 

may therefore elicit the creation of meaning which can be beneficial for brands’ efforts 

to achieve long-term loyal customers. Therefore, relevance for the use of aesthetic 

elements for storytelling may exist from the literary theory discourse. The aesthetic 

elements were considered for the purpose of the elicitation of catharsis by consumers 

that are the audience of brand storytelling efforts. 

 

1.2.3.3. Storytelling aesthetic elements present in the literary theory literature 

Literary theory scholars such as Johnson, Coleridge, and Corneille, have pioneered 

the notion that there should not be rules that storytellers must follow; rather, there can 

be aesthetic elements that can make a story better than others. Plays such as The cid 

and many of Shakespeare’s plays seemingly defy the rules of poetry. However, 

Johnson (1765 [1974]:416) suggested that the poet, or the storyteller, should not be 

judged on poetry rules that he or she never sought to follow. Further, Johnson (1765 

[1974]:416) believed that some poets look to organise the story in a proper orderly 

fashion, such as a cabinet, while others prefer a luscious garden. Both are beautiful. 

Therefore, this study sought to uncover the aesthetic elements of storytelling by which 

the storyteller can be judged. 

 

1.3. PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Stories have the power to evoke emotional responses from individuals (Woodside, 

2010:534; Dorji, 2010; Forest, 2009) and to elicit meaning (Escalas & Bettman, 

2005:379). Brands can therefore utilise storytelling to elicit emotional responses from 
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consumers (Aguirre-Rodriguez, Bosnjak & Sirgy, 2012; Kumar & Shah, 2004), to 

create congruence between the brand’s image and that of the consumer (Aguirre-

Rodriguez et al., 2012; Hu et al., 2012), and to achieve brand resonance. It has been 

determined (see Van Laer, De Ruyter, Visconti & Wetzels, 2014:800; Escalas, 2007; 

Escalas, 2004a) that, through the narrative transportation effect, discussed in greater 

detail in Chapter 2, section 2.3.3.1, consumers can fully immerse themselves into a 

story and experience the events unfolding as if they were experiencing these 

themselves (Escalas, 2007; Escalas, 2004b; Green & Brock, 2000:702). Therefore, 

through the transportation effect, consumers can experience empathy with the 

characters in a story (Green & Brock, 2000:702). These empathetic responses can be 

understood as the cathartic experience for the consumer (Woodside, 2010:533), an 

experience that is particularly important for the creation of brand meaning in the mind 

of the consumer.  

Because stories can elicit emotional responses and meaning creation in the minds of 

consumers, brands often incorporate storytelling in their marketing communication 

efforts and such stories are presented across a plethora of media channels. The 

process of communicating brand stories to consumers can be costly due to various 

reasons: (1) story development and execution can entail high production costs and a 

lengthy creative process; (2) telling a story takes time (Stern, 1994: 603) and may thus 

require media space over a longer period of time (Modig, Dahén & Colliander, 

2014:150). For example, Chanel’s #5 advertisement incurred an expense of $33 

million, of which $3 million went to its star actress Nicole Kidman (Martinson, 2004). 

In South Africa, high-quality brand storytelling pieces also incur high expenses. 

Radebe (2018) estimates this expense to exceed 3 million rand. Therefore, when 

brands utilise storytelling, it is of critical importance that it must be constructed as 

effective and impactful as possible. In essence, the stories that brands develop and 

tell must be good stories.  

Beginning with Aristotle’s Poetics there has been much scholarship and discourse 

pertaining to both the purpose of storytelling and the methods and techniques to 

achieve that purpose. Treaties, letters, articles, and books have been written by the 

great literary critics, dramatists, and poetics scholars specifically pertaining to what 
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constitutes good storytelling technique. These scholars and authors are well known as 

the authority on storytelling (e.g., Harris, 2016).  

It seems that brand story development can benefit from understanding and employing 

storytelling techniques that have been proven over time – in other words, to ensure 

brand stories are good, the storytelling authority can be consulted. However, initial 

exploration indicated that the rich body of literature and storytelling techniques as 

continuously mastered and developed by great storytelling masters and critics have 

largely been ignored in brand storytelling research, with the exception of isolated 

techniques and methods such as Freytag’s plot structure. Quesenberry and Coolsen 

(2014:451), for example, suggested further research into the effect that Freytag’s plot 

structure can have on the consumer’s emotional response to a brand story. However, 

a vast number of other storytelling techniques, elements and approaches can also 

impact the consumer’s emotional responses to a brand story. Research pertaining to 

these techniques, elements and approaches are abundant in the literary theory 

discourse, but largely lacking in the brand storytelling domain. Thus, brand storytellers 

are left (1) disconnected from the powerful material available to them from the literary 

theory discourse; and (2) unaware of the nature of the influence stories can have on 

consumers and the diversity of meaningful responses that can be elicited.  

Consequently, the vast array of techniques, elements and approaches that brand 

storytellers can use to develop good stories and to elicit cathartic consumer 

experiences and positive brand-related impact are often overlooked. 

Therefore, it was the purpose of this study to investigate the relevance of traditional 

literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African context. 

 

1.4. PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

This study endeavoured to contribute to improved brand storytelling in the South 

African context. For this purpose, literary theory – representative of the world of 

storytelling – and its contribution to improved brand storytelling was considered. The 

relationship between storytelling and the self was also explored as a manner of gaining 
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greater insights about the potential influence of brand storytelling on consumers. 

Finally, brand stories were analysed to ascertain the relevance of literary theory to 

brand storytelling. 

The overall purpose of the study was to investigate the relevance of traditional literary 

theory for brand storytelling in the South African context. The following specific 

objectives were pursued: 

 

1. To explore traditional literary theory as a means of understanding the building 

blocks of a good story and the potential it holds for improved brand storytelling, 

2. To explore the influence of brand storytelling on consumers by gaining an 

understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the self, 

3. To gain an understanding of what a good, aesthetic story entails, with particular 

reference to the world of brand storytelling. 

 

With the exploration of these three objectives, this study was able to contribute to 

improved brand storytelling and investigate the relevance of traditional literary theory 

for brand storytelling in the South African context. 

 

1.5. PRIMARY RESEARCH APPROACH 

Due to the nature of this study, a constructionist approach was adopted. The 

constructivist paradigm asserts that reality is socially constructed, and knowledge is 

subjective. Truth, knowledge, and morality are therefore the product of the culture and 

society in which the individual resides (Scotland, 2012:12). Because storytelling itself 

is subjective and culturally specific, the constructivist paradigm was appropriate.  

 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



14 

 

1.5.1. A relativist ontological position 

Because a social constructionist approach to primary research was adopted, the 

findings of the research were considered to be relative to the cultural context of the 

individual. A relativist ontological position was therefore relevant to this study. This 

position asserts that knowledge, truth, and morality exist in relation to culture and 

society (Scotland, 2012:12). To hold this position, subjects of this research study were 

considered in their cultural context. This ontological position was useful for this study 

because it enabled the researcher to inquire about the individuals own subjective 

understanding of storytelling.  

  

1.5.2. Social constructivism 

A social constructionist epistemological position was adopted for this study. In this 

position, reality, knowledge, and learning are constructed through human activity and 

discourse (Miller, 2016:367). Social constructivism assumes that the properties of the 

reality in which we live are constructed by the members of society (Scotland, 2012:12). 

With regards to knowledge it is asserted, as per the epistemological position of the 

researcher, that individuals create meaning through the intersection of the 

environment and social interactions in which they find themselves (Scotland, 2012:12).  

It is therefore important to note that this study does not claim to have discovered any 

truths about objective reality, as these truths do not exist outside the social interaction. 

By adopting this epistemological position, storytelling can be maintained as an 

individualistic and societal practice (e.g., Bell, 2009). Further, Dorji (2010) and Dennis 

(2007) consider the social act of storytelling to be inseparable from community. It is 

for this reason that the methodology of this thesis was confined to the South African 

context. 
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1.5.3. Methodological position 

It is important to understand brand storytelling in the social and cultural environment 

in which the participant resides. Therefore, this study explored the individual’s 

experience of reality in their social and cultural contexts. The research objectives were 

non-directional, open-ended, and descriptive in nature, as the research did not wish 

to realise empirical evidence, but rather to understand individual’s subjective 

understanding of storytelling (Pouliot, 2007). For this reason, this research study made 

use of qualitative research methods in an attempt to both shape and answer the 

research questions. 

 

 

1.5.3.1. Trustworthiness in qualitative research 

Following a social constructivist epistemological position and its subsequent 

qualitative methodology, does not bring the same kind of statistical rigor present in 

quantitative studies that follow a positivist paradigm. Polkinghorne (2007:474) 

however, suggests that validity can be established in qualitative research through the 

combination of a “community of speakers”. Additionally, Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, 

DiCenso, Blythe and Neville (2014:546) suggest that trustworthiness can be achieved 

through the convergence of information from different sources. Flick (2004:178) 

considers this convergence of information from different sources as triangulation. To 

achieve trustworthiness, therefore, multiple participants were considered, along with 

the incorporation of multiple methods of inquiry and the consideration of multiple 

theoretical perspectives.  

 

1.5.3.2. The multiple theoretical perspectives considered 

This study utilized three theoretical perspectives to form a triadic understanding of 

brand storytelling. The triadic perspective includes the consideration of storytelling as 

an effort to build stronger brands, the consideration of the relationship between the 
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story and the individual, and the consideration of good storytelling from the perspective 

of storytellers themselves. Combined, the triadic perspective allowed the researcher 

to contribute to improved brand storytelling through the consideration of the brand, the 

consumer, and the story. This relationship is depicted visually in Figure 1.1. 

 

Figure 1.1. The triadic perspective 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following section briefly describes the methodology that explored this triadic 

perspective.  

 

1.6. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 To achieve the research objectives, the qualitative approach of triangulation was 

used. Triangulation refers to the observation of a research problem from at least two 

perspectives (Flick, 2004:178). By consulting different perspectives, the researcher 

was able to broaden their understanding of storytelling (Patton 1999:1193). Different 

types of triangulation were used in this study. Firstly, methodological triangulation, 

Good storytelling 

from a storyteller’s 

perspective 

Improved brand 

storytelling 

Storytelling to 

build brands 

Story and the 

individual 
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including interviews, case studies and academic literature, was utilised. Secondly, in 

each data-collection method, triangulation of data was utilised from different sources, 

including different categories of respondents (Patton, 1999:1193). Thirdly, theoretical 

triangulation was used as multiple theories were adopted that formed the triadic 

perspective of the study. A more detailed description of the envisioned data-collection 

methods is provided in the following sections (specifically section 7, section 8, section 

9, section 10, and section 11). Additionally, a summary of the research process that 

was undertaken is provided in Table 1.1. This research process started with an inquiry 

into the literature pertaining to the self, brand storytelling and literary theory. The 

second phase of the research process involved consultation with experts in relevant 

fields, followed by an analysis of the data, as well as suggestions for good brand 

storytelling within a South African context. 

 

Table 1.1: Research process 

First 
phase 

Second phase Third 
phase 

Fourth 
phase 

Literature 
review 

Inquiry into the 
relationship 
between the 
individual and 
the story 

 

Method: 

 Expert 
interviews 
with 
psychologists 

Inquiry into 
South African 
storytelling 

 

Method: 

 Expert 
interviews 
with 
storytelling 
experts 

Inquiry into the 
relationship 
between the 
brand and the 
story. 

 

Method: 

 Expert 
interviews 
with brand 
storytellers 

 Case 
studies 

Inductive 
thematic 
and a 
deductive, 
within-
case 
content 
analysis 

Interpretation 
of findings and 
comment on 
the relevance 
of traditional 
literary theory 
for brand 
storytelling 
within the 
South African 
context 

 

A more detailed discussion of the envisioned research methods follows in section 8, 

section 9, section 10, and section 11. 
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1.7. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Due to the nature of this study’s inquiry, secondary research aided the primary 

research by providing theoretical direction. A literature review was therefore conducted 

to explore the use of storytelling for brands, the relationship between the story and the 

individual, as well the prominent literary theory. Primarily, books were obtained at 

Stellenbosch University Library as the basis for the theoretical grounding in the literary 

theory discourse. Secondly, Stellenbosch University’s e-journal database was used to 

source academic articles relating to psychology, marketing, and literary theory. Lastly, 

online free archives were used to source digitalised copies of the older books and 

treaties pertaining to the literary theory discourse. 

 

1.8. THE RESEARCH INQUIRY PROCESS 

The purpose of this section is to describe the process that the researcher undertook 

to realise the objectives of the study. The research inquiry process included three 

phases of inquiry, with each phase completed and findings analysed before 

proceeding with the following phase. Each phase corresponds to one of the three 

objectives that together culminate to the overall purpose of the study, to explore the 

relevance of traditional literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African 

context. 

Firstly, an inquiry was made into the relationship between the story and the individual.  

Secondly, an inquiry into South African storytelling was undertaken to explore the 

storytelling aesthetic elements present in South African storytelling. Lastly, an inquiry 

into brand storytelling in South Africa was undertaken. 

 

1.8.1. An inquiry into the relationship between the story and the individual 

The inquiry into new the relationship between the story and the individual involved 

unstructured in-depth interviews with academics, as well as with clinical psychologists 

in the field of psychology. The purpose of this phase was to explore the relationship 
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between the story and the individual. This inquiry involved unstructured in-depth 

interviews that followed a funnel approach.  

 

1.8.2. An inquiry into South African storytelling 

The inquiry into South African storytelling involved the consultation with South African 

storytelling experts, including authors, novelists, playwrights, literature professors and 

directors. The purpose of this inquiry was to explore the storytelling aesthetic elements 

in the South African storytelling culture and to understand the nuances in storytelling 

technique used by South African storytelling experts.  

 

1.8.3. An inquiry into South African brand stories 

The final inquiry for this research process involved the consultation of expert brand 

storytellers as well as winning brand stories. The purpose of this inquiry was to explore 

how brand storytellers use storytelling in their brand building efforts. In-depth 

interviews with brand storytellers were conducted, specifically with creatives in 

advertising agencies to explore the methods and techniques used in their storytelling 

creative process. Thereafter, exemplar South African brand stories case studies were 

selected for a case-study analysis. These brand stories were selected based on their 

performance and acclaim in the prestigious Loeries award in a creative category.  

 

1.9. SAMPLING METHODS AND SELECTION 

The following section discusses the sampling method and the approach that was used 

to select the sampling units. Experts in the three fields consulted were sampled using 

the purposive sampling technique. 
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1.9.1. Sampling method for the selection of interview participants 

Purposive sampling is a non-probabilistic sampling technique that involves the 

deliberate selection of participants based on the qualities the participant possesses 

(Etikan, Musa & Alkassim, 2016:2). This technique was used for this study, as groups 

of experts were selected based on their contributions and expertise in the topics of 

inquiry for this study. The purposive technique to the selection on sampling units was 

conducted until saturation in the finding was observed. Saturation sampling had no 

specific sample size and thus continued until the variation between responses became 

limited (Ryan & Bernard, 2003:104). 

 

1.9.2. Selection of case studies 

The selection of exemplar brand storytelling case studies followed the outcome 

approach that is recommended by Bronk (2012:7). This approach considers the critical 

acclaim of the case studies when selecting sampling units. With the outcome approach 

cases were selected that received critical acclamation in the form of a Loerie award. 

The brand storytelling exemplar cases therefore included those brand storytelling 

examples that achieved the highest awards at the Loerie advertising awards. 

 

1.10. THE PROCEDURE FOR IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 

In-depth interviews are characterised by themes that can be semi-structured into a 

narrow conversation topic (Hopf, 2004:205). Using this interview method, the 

researcher was able direct the point of inquiry to the relevant and specific topic. This 

interview method had been selected to gain deep and meaningful insights that are 

specific to fields of inquiry of this study, namely the self, South African storytelling, and 

South African brand storytelling. The procedure used to conduct these interviews is 

provided in this section. In-depth interviews were conducted with experts in multiple 

fields, thus making use of the triangulation of data to broaden the insights gained from 

the interview process (Flick, 2004:178). Firstly, social psychologists provided insights 
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into narrative sense-making, self-construction, and self-perception within the South 

African context. Secondly, South African storytelling experts were consulted to 

understand the techniques and method used for storytelling to South African 

audiences. Thirdly, advertisement agencies and agency-based storytellers (e.g., 

creative directors and copywriters) were selected to understand brand storytelling as 

directed to South African consumers. 

 

1.11. THE PROCEDURE FOR CASE STUDIES 

A case study refers to the intensive study of a unit of interest, such as a person, group 

of people, organisation, or text (Heale & Twycross, 2018:7). This study undertook an 

investigation into the nature of exemplar South African brand stories. The case 

analysis of South African brand stories was conducted to determine the relevance of 

literary theory on South African brand storytelling. Storytelling aesthetic elements that 

were uncovered from the literary theory literature were used as deductive criteria for 

the analysis of these exemplar brand storytelling case studies. 

 

1.12. ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEWS AND CASE STUDIES 

The following section provides a description of the procedure used for the analysis of 

the qualitative data collected in the primary and secondary data collection. An 

inductive approach was used for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with experts, 

while a deductive approach was used for the analysis of exemplar brand storytelling 

case studies. An inductive approach was taken for the analysis of the interviews 

because of the exploratory nature of the study. On the other hand, a deductive 

approach was used for the analysis of case studies in order to directly apply the 

aesthetic elements uncovered from the literary theory discourse to brand storytelling 

examples.  
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1.12.1. Expert interviews 

Experts were contacted in the three fields of inquiry that constituted the triadic 

perspective that this study used. The experts have been sourced through information 

in the public domain through social media platforms such as Facebook and LinkedIn, 

as well as through their respective institutional websites. Expert interviews were 

analysed by means of an inductive thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a method 

for identifying and reporting themes resultant from the interview process (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006:78). After conducting the interviews with experts, the recording of the 

interviews was transcribed. Categories emerged from the transcribed material that 

were subsequently described and interpreted by the researcher. Thereafter, 

categories were grouped into broader themes and interpreted in conjunction with the 

relevant theory uncovered in the literature review phase of this research study. 

 

1.12.2. Case studies 

The analysis of case studies for the purpose of this study was formulated to explore 

the relevance of literary theories for South African brand storytelling. This case study 

analysis involved the consideration of exemplar brand storytelling case studies to 

explore examples where the relevant storytelling aesthetic elements in literary theory 

could be applied to brand storytelling in South Africa. 

A within-case analysis was undertaken whereby aesthetic elements uncovered from 

the literary theory discourse acted as deductive criteria for the analysis. Eleven 

storytelling aesthetic elements were included in this analysis. Further, the cases were 

compared using a case-survey approach. This approach involved the comparison of 

the cases along the lines of each storytelling aesthetic element. Yin (1981) cautioned 

against this approach, stipulating that it should be used for specific reason. Storytelling 

examples can be deeply complex. Stories are nuanced and involve a large multitude 

of elements that make up the story. Therefore, using the case-survey approach 

allowed the researcher to focus on specific elements that have been included in this 

thesis.  
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1.13. CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 

This study offers several contributions to both marketing academia and marketing 

management. Firstly, this thesis provides marketing academia with a background to 

the relevance of storytelling aesthetic elements sourced from the literary theory 

discourse. Future research may draw on this study and gain guidance to the use of 

literary theories in understanding brand storytelling practice, for it has been largely 

unexplored in the marketing literature. Secondly, this study provides both the purpose 

as well as the means to which brand storytellers can achieve the purpose of brand 

storytelling. Illuminating the purpose of brand storytelling as well as the means to 

achieve said purpose can allow brand storytellers to tell stories that are more effective 

in terms of their ability to build brand equity.  

 

1.14. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

A few ethical aspects have been considered during primary data collection. Firstly, the 

primary and secondary data collection for this research design was not conducted until 

cleared from the Departmental Ethics Committee (DESC) and the University of 

Stellenbosch Research Ethics Committee (REC). The letter of approval from REC is 

provided in Appendix E. In addition, institutional permission was granted to conduct 

interviews with Stellenbosch University staff, presented in Appendix F. Secondly, 

every respondent gave consent for commencement of the interviews as well as the 

recording of the interviews. Thirdly, the recordings of the interviews were kept on a 

password-protected external hard drive and will be kept on that drive for five years 

following the completion of the research study. Thereafter, it will be deleted as required 

by the Data Protection Act. Lastly, respondents were explicitly reassured that their 

answers would remain confidential and that they could refuse to answer any of the 

questions asked if they wished. A consent form is provided in the Appendix B. Because 

there were no deeply personal questions asked and due to the measures undertaken 

to protect the answers given by respondents, this research was considered to be low 

risk. 
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1.15. ORIENTATION OF THE STUDY 

This first chapter of this thesis includes an outline to the theoretical and methodological 

framework for the study. A short introduction of the marketing, psychology, and literary 

theory literature is provided, followed by a problem statement and research questions. 

Then a basic framework for the methodology, a discussion of the ethical 

considerations and an indication of the contribution of the research are included.  

The following three chapters unpack and synthesise the literature relevant to the triadic 

perspective of brand storytelling. In Chapter 2, a discussion of the relationship 

between the brand, the consumer, and the story are discussed. Chapter 3 deals with 

the relationship between the individual and the story. Chapter 4 considers aesthetics 

and prominent storytelling aesthetic elements in the literary theory discourse. 

Chapter 5 provides a more thorough and detailed outline of the methodological 

framework used in this study. Following this, Chapters 6 and 7 detail the qualitative 

findings resultant from the interviews conducted, as well as the case study analysis. 

Lastly, Chapter 8 concludes the thesis with an interpretation of the findings of the study 

in conjunction with the relevant theory. This final chapter also concludes with a 

reconciliation of the objectives of the study and provides managerial 

recommendations.  

 

1.16.  CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this thesis embarked on a journey to explore how the literary theory 

discourse can be used by brand storytellers to improve their brand storytelling. To 

realise this goal, this researcher took a triadic perspective that included theory of the 

self, brand equity theory, as well as literary theory. Through the consultation of 

academic literature, expert perspectives, and exemplar case studies the researcher 

was able to determine the goal of brand storytelling as well as the relevance of literary 

theory in the effort to achieve that goal.  
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To start the journey a discussion of the relationship between the brand, the consumer 

and the story begins. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The brand, the consumer, and the story 

 

 

 

 

 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



27 

 

2.1. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the relationship between the brand, the 

consumer, and the story. More specifically, this chapter explores how brands can 

reach consumers and create meaning in their minds through storytelling. From the 

understanding of how brands can use storytelling and how consumers incorporate 

storytelling in their lives, a stage can be set for the discovery of what good brand 

storytelling is, as well as how good brand storytelling can be achieved. To begin, a 

discussion of why brands want to connect with consumers is undertaken from the 

assumption that loyal customers are profitable for brands.  

To achieve long-term profitable customers, brands must create an emotional 

connection with their customers (Keller 2001). Such an emotional connection is known 

as brand resonance. Brand resonance refers to the psychological connection an 

individual has with a brand as well as the likeliness of that individual accessing that 

brand in their decision-making process (Keller, 2001:15). Keller (2001:15) therefore 

considered brand resonance from the perspective of the consumer.  

From the perspective of the consumer, this thesis takes the position that the emotional 

relationship which the individual has with a brand occurs, in some degree, as a result 

of the brand’s symbolic utility for the consumer (Aaker, 1999). Using symbolic 

interactionism (Schenk & Holman, 1980), the self is central to the construction of the 

consumer’s narrative. Symbolic interactionism posits that the consumer interacts with 

the world symbolically from the perspective of themselves.  

Brands that achieve high salience can achieve a symbolic interrelationship (Schembri 

et al., 2010:626) with the consumer, as they incorporate the brand into their self-image 

in what is known as brand self-congruence or self-congruity (Sirgy, 1982:289). 

Meaning is created by the consumer as it is incorporated into their own self-image 

(Escalas & Bettman, 2005:378/379). Brand storytelling can act as a symbolic vehicle 

to which meaning can be created by the consumer. In order for the consumer to 

incorporate brand meaning into their own self-image, they must transport themselves 

into the brand’s narrative.  

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



28 

 

Through narrative transportation (Escalas, 2007:421) a consumer can immerse 

themselves into the narrative of the other, whether it be a fictional story in a novel, a 

film, a story told by a friend, or a brand story. From a symbolic interactionist 

perspective, this narrative is no longer of the other and is incorporated symbolically in 

the individual’s own self-image. For narrative transportation to occur, three conditions 

must be met: the story must be understood, it must have sufficiently real imagery for 

it to be believable, and the story must elicit empathy (Green & Brock, 2000:702). 

 

2.2. CREATING LOYAL CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIPS  

Central to the marketing concept is the notion that loyal customers are profitable for 

organisations (see Helgesem, 2006). Therefore, in the effort of maintaining long-term 

profitable organisations, marketing managers have to develop a loyal customer base 

(Ofek & Sarvary, 2001). Furthermore, Reinartz and Kumar (2000:33) suggest that the 

conversion of ‘short-life’ customers to ‘long-life’ customers can result in higher long-

term and sustainable profitability. In fact, the relationship between customer loyalty 

and profitability has been well documented in the marketing literature (see Babu & 

Kumar, 2010; Helgesem, 2006; Kumar & Shah, 2004; Bowen & Chen, 2001). 

 

2.2.1. The profitability of loyal customers 

Loyal customers are more likely to remain with an organisation, which has favourable 

financial consequences (see Zeithaml, Berry & Parasuraman, 1996:34-36). 

Fundamentally, the favourable financial consequences are a result of the increased 

likelihood of loyal customers engaging in repeat purchases and other valuable 

behaviours such as positive word of mouth and referrals (Aksoy, Buoye, Aksoy, 

Lariviere & Keiningham, 2013:74).  

Based on the positive relationship between customer loyalty and long-term profitability, 

understanding the mechanisms of cultivating customer loyalty is invaluable for 

organisations. Accordingly, the following sections define customer loyalty and 
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discusses Keller’s (2001) brand resonance pyramid as a mechanism for cultivating 

loyalty. The brand resonance discussion concludes that resonance is the result of an 

emotional bond between the customer and the brand alongside active engagement 

with the brand.  

 

2.2.2. Brand loyalty 

Definitions and operationalisations of brand loyalty vary across the marketing 

literature. For example, Liu, Li, Mizerski and Soh (2012:924) consider brand loyalty as 

the construct that signifies the degree of attachment a customer has for a brand while 

Kressmann, Sirgy, Herrmann, Huber, Huber, and Lee (2006:960) operationalise brand 

loyalty construct as consisting of two measures: attitudinal and behavioural loyalty. 

Attitudinal and behavioural loyalty ultimately means that the brand has an increased 

ability to charge a price premium (Erciş, Ünal, Candan & Yildirim, 2012:1395). 

Alternatively, DuWors and Haines (1990:485) adopted Jacoby and Kyner’s definition 

of brand loyalty (1973:485) as “a biased, behavioural response expressed over time 

by some decision-making unit, with respect to one or more alternative brands out of a 

set of such brands and is a function of psychological processes”. The definition in this 

case placed emphasis on behaviour. Although behavioural loyalty is easier to quantify, 

attitudinal loyalty is also an important measure because behaviours such as purchase 

behaviour do not necessarily infer on the attachment that a consumer has towards a 

brand (Newman & Werbel, 1973:404).  

 

2.2.2.1. Attitudinal and behavioural loyalty 

Consumers can be brand loyal without explicit behavioural actions such as purchase 

decisions (Kressmann et al., 2006; Kumar & Shah, 2004; Newman & Werbel, 1973). 

Brand loyalty, therefore, cannot simply be solely attributed to behaviour responses; 

much rather, it involves sensations, feelings, perceptions, and beliefs (Mathews, 

2019).  
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Kumar and Shah (2004:319) stress that loyalty does not always necessarily result in 

purchase behaviours. However, a correlation between attitudinal loyalty and 

behavioural loyalty does exist (Shih-I, 2011:163). Therefore, attitudinal loyalty 

experienced by the consumer may result in purchase behaviours but not for every 

occasion. Furthermore, customer retention and strong brand loyalty can be achieved 

by developing emotional attachments between customers and brands (Leckie, 

Munyaradzi, Nyadzayo & Johnson, 2016:563; Gustafsson, Johnson & Roos, 2005). 

With the consideration of attitudinal loyalty that encompasses sensation, feeling, 

perceptions and beliefs, the brand loyalty literature can encompass the emotional 

bond that a brand may have with consumers (Fournier & Yao, 1997:460) along with 

favourable behavioural actions, such as repeat purchases.  

Attitudes and beliefs may be more difficult to measure in terms of financial reward for 

an organisation. However, here may be intermediary variables that demonstrate the 

benefit of a broader conceptualisation of loyalty. For example, Jansen and Hansen 

(2006:447) find that consumers who exhibit comparatively favourable attitudes toward 

a brand are less likely to engage in variety seeking. Therefore, favourable attitudinal 

loyalty in the present may result in favourable behavioural actions in the future.  

 

2.2.2.2. Brand loyalty is built over time 

Brand loyalty is considered a phased process that is built over time which involves a 

number of psychological factors or conditions. McMullan and Gilmore (2003:230) 

suggest that brand loyalty should be considered as a phased process mediated by 

marketing tactics and situational factors. This linear process is comprised of three 

phases. The first phase, the cognitive phase, is associated with information and brand 

beliefs (McMullan & Gilmore, 2003:231). Thereafter, the affective phase refers to 

satisfaction and preferences; the conative phase refers to the level of conscious 

commitment made by the consumer resulting in the final phase which involves 

consumer action (McMullan & Gilmore, 2003:231). In other words, brands should 

attempt to achieve salience in the minds of consumers; only then can an emotional 

bond be built with the consumer.  
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The pathway that consumers take towards emotional attachment to a brand is 

explored in reference to Keller’s (2001) brand resonance pyramid. Keller’s brand 

resonance pyramid was used because it has been considered to be the most 

comprehensive (Kuhn, Alpert & Pope, 2008:41). 

 

2.2.3. Keller’s brand resonance model 

For the purpose of this study, Keller’s brand resonance pyramid was used to 

understand how brands achieve resonance, therefore loyalty, with customers. Keller’s 

brand resonance mode, shown in Figure 2.1, illustrates both the cognitive and 

emotional path through which customers reach resonance with the brand. Keller 

(2001:14) defines brand resonance as: “the nature of the relationship that customers 

have with the brand and the extent to which customers feel that they are ‘in sync’ with 

the brand”. 

The relationship between the brand and the customer has two dimensions: intensity 

and activity (Keller, 2001:16). Intensity refers to the extent of the emotional bond the 

customer has with the brand, in other words the depth of the psychological bond that 

the consumer has with the brand (Keller, 2001:16). On the other hand, activity 

describes the physical interaction to which the customer engages with the brand 

(Keller, 2001:16), such as online messages or transactions with the brand. 
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Figure 2.1: Keller’s (2001) brand resonance pyramid 

Keller (2001:7). Building customer-based brand equity: A blueprint for creating strong 

brands 

 

The following sections details each tier and stage in Keller’s (2001) brand resonance 

pyramid. 

 

2.2.3.1. Brand resonance to build consumer-brand relationships 

Keller (2009:152) stressed that the management of consumer-brand relationships are 

of primary importance for brands. Further, Fournier and Yao (1997) suggested 

expanding marketers’ vision beyond creating loyal customers to building rich and 

meaningful relationships. Some researchers have considered the consumer-brand 

relationship as a partnership (e.g., Fournier, 1998). Furthermore, Kervyn, Fiske, and 

Malone (2012:174) show that consumers respond to brand in a similar fashion that 

they respond to other people.  

Customer-brand relationships can lead to certain cognitive and affective 

consequences such as love or action (Keller, 2012:189). For a brand these cognitive 

and effective consequences would manifest as repeat purchase behaviour or 

emotional reactions.  
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2.2.3.1.1. Keller’s brand resonance pyramid 

With reference to Keller’s brand resonance pyramid in Figure 2.1, the customers 

relationship with the brand begins with the awareness of the identity of the brand, 

moving towards understanding the meaning of the brand, resulting in positive 

responses which may lead to resonance or active, intense loyalty (Aziz & Yasin, 

2010:182).  

It is the position of the current study that customer-brand relationships develop over 

time and in identifiable stages, as illustrated in Keller’s brand resonance pyramid 

(2001) depicted in Figure 2.1. Therefore, successful ascension to brand resonance 

relies on the strength of prior steps in the trajectory of the relationship. This thesis 

posits that the emotional responses necessary for resonance rests in the level of 

brand-self congruency. Furthermore, this chapter views storytelling as a potential 

vehicle to achieve brand resonance.  

 

2.2.3.2. Brand salience 

According to Keller (2009:143), brand salience is the first and foundational 

requirement for consumer-brand resonance. Brand salience was popularly 

conceptualised as the ‘accessibility’ or ‘prominence’ of a brand in a consumer’s 

memory (Romaniuk & Sharp, 2004:327). Other definitions view brand salience as the 

extent to which a brand stands out from competitors (Van der Lans, Pieters & Wedel, 

2008:929). For Keller (2001:8) brand salience involves the development of a brand 

identity understood by consumers.  

 

2.2.3.2.1. Establishing salient brand personality and identity 

One way that brands can stand out from competitors is through the establishment of 

a brand personality. Brands that have made personality traits salient in the minds of 

consumers can affect their brand choices (Fennis & Pruyn, 2007:634; Aaker, 1999). 
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Furthermore, relationships, whether it be interpersonal or between a consumer and a 

brand, are influenced, either directly or indirectly, by perceptions of the personality of 

the partner or the brand (Aaker, Fournier & Brasel, 2004). 

The impression of a person or a brand’s personality involves an interchange between 

the individual’s prior schematic impression of a person or brand and new personality 

information that they are exposed to regarding the person or brand to which the 

impression is relevant (Vonk, 1994:111). Upon exposure to new information about a 

person, an individual will determine if that information is either consistent or 

inconsistent with their current organised schema (Dijksterhuis & Van Knippenberg, 

1995:690).  

 

2.2.3.2.1. a. Brand salience can be understood in terms of schema theory 

Schema refers to pockets of information, or a network of information that an individual 

holds relevant to a central theme (Van Kesteren, Ruiter, Fernández & Henson, 

2012:1), such as brand name or a product category. Schemas are developed through 

repeated encounters with the objects that the individual perceives to be close to a 

central theme (Hintzman, 1986:411).  

Higher brand salience is therefore achieved through increased exposure to the brand. 

Furthermore, individuals prefer processing information that requires lower cognitive 

load and will revert to personality stereotypes in personality judgements to lower this 

cognitive load (Van Knippenberg, Dijksterhuis & Vermeulen, 1999:192). To elaborate, 

when information contained in schemas are high in salience, new, incongruent 

personality impressions are generally rejected in favour of previously held impressions 

in the personality judgement (Vonk, 1994:112, 113).  

The incongruent information is rejected because the organisation of this new 

information requires more extensive processing and a reorganisation of existing 

schemas (Vonk, 1994). Conversely, when the schema is low in salience, meaning 

strong impressions have not yet been made, individuals are more receptive to 

inconsistencies in behaviour (Vonk, 1994:114), but are less likely to reconcile the 
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information into the existing schema. Therefore, inconsistent information relating to 

brand schema with high salience, in comparison to low salience, are more likely to be 

noticed and recalled, but less likely to be accepted. Brands, therefore, should first 

achieve salience in the minds of consumers and should build association structures 

by introducing information that is significantly inconsistent with the existing schema 

structure, but not so inconsistent that the consumer rejects the information. 

 

2.2.3.3. Brand meaning 

For Keller (2001:9) brand salience is not sufficient for building brand equity. The brand 

must establish meaning for consumers. With “meaning” Keller (2001:9) refers to the 

characteristics of the brand that stand out in the minds of consumers. Keller (2001:10, 

11) outlines two types of brand meaning: brand performance and brand imagery. 

Brand imagery relates to the extrinsic properties of a brand, while brand performance 

refers to the brand’s ability to meet the customers’ functional needs (Aziz & Yasin, 

2010:184: Keller, 2001:10). Brand storytelling is unlikely to affect the brand’s ability to 

meet the customers’ functional needs but can be used to communicate extrinsic 

properties of the brand. This study therefore focused primarily on brand imagery 

because of its relevance to brand storytelling.  

 

2.2.3.3.1. Brand imagery 

Fundamentally, brand image is held in the mind of the consumer (Dobni & Zinkhan, 

1990). A brand’s image in the mind of the consumer consists of functional and 

symbolic brand beliefs (Low & Lamb, 2000:352). Del Rio, Vázquez, and Iglesias 

(2001:411), on the other hand, consider brand image as clusters of associations that 

consumers connect to the brand name or brand symbol in their memory.  

‘Brand schema’ has been used in the marketing literature to describe the hierarchical 

network of brand associations in memory (see Kent & Allen, 1994). Using schema 

theory, information about familiar brands that are congruent to existing information in 
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the brand schema are more likely to exhibit higher acceptance (Lange & Dahlén, 

2003:449).  

 

2.2.3.3.1. a. Schema theory to understand brand image formation 

According to schema theory (Meyers-Levy & Tybout, 1989:39, 40), brand information 

with moderate to low levels of congruency result in more extensive information 

processing as the individual attempts to assimilate the new information into the 

existing schema (Delgado-Ballester, Navarro & Sicilia, 2010; Van Knippenberg, 

Dijksterhuis & Vermeulen, 1999:200). In building positive brand associations, a 

balance must be maintained where brand information should be sufficiently 

incongruent to be meaningfully absorbed into the existing schema but not too 

incongruent to be rejected. 

 

2.2.3.3.2. Creating meaning through the construction of narratives  

Human thought occurs through the construction of narratives rather than 

argumentatively or paradigmatically (Woodside, Sood & Miller 2008). Individuals 

create meaning by augmenting new narrative information into existing narrative 

structures. Granitz and Forman (2015:41) understand this as the process of mapping 

new stories, such as life episodes or abstract stories into the already stored memories.  

Narrative sense-making is the process by which individuals interpret, reflect and create 

meaning of the reality they experience (Brown, Stacy & Nandhakumar, 2008:1038). 

Furthermore, stories can lead consumers to act out experienced narratives in the past 

to aid in current social interactions, whether it be consciously or unconsciously 

(Woodside et al., 2008). It can be argued here that Woodside et al. (2008) indicate 

something similar to the iconicity of stories. In their argument they suggest that 

storytelling allows the individual to replace the memory of life episodes with a narrated 

story. 
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Woodside et al. (2008:100) suggest that all sense-making is based on storytelling to 

the self in reference to the other. New brand imagery can therefore be considered to 

be organised in a narrative form in reference to the self. Therefore, for brand imagery 

to be assimilated into the consumer’s existing narrative it should be sufficiently 

incongruent with existing brand knowledge, but not so incongruent that it is rejected 

by the consumer. Furthermore, for brand image beliefs to be invoked, the beliefs must 

fit into both schema for the product category and the schema for the brand (Batra & 

Homer, 2004). These organised beliefs are then placed in reference to the consumer’s 

already formed understanding of the product category and the brand schema.  

Brands can hold some iconic value which individuals may utilise (Kravets & Örge, 

2010). In fact, brands themselves are cultural symbols that can be used by individuals 

to create meaning (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2010:326). Therefore, a relationship exists 

between the brand as an icon and the consumer interacting with the brand as a 

symbol. Symbolic interactionism posits that meaning that is created by an individual is 

based on and directed by symbols (Aksan, Kisac, Aydin & Demirbuken, 2009:902). 

Symbolic interactionism is unpacked in greater detail later in this chapter. 

 

2.2.3.4. Positive emotional responses 

Creating brand meaning is not sufficient to build brand resonance (Keller, 2001:15). 

The brand must elicit favourable brand responses in the form of cognitive brand 

judgements as well as positive emotional responses. The favourable consequence of 

positive emotional responses has been well documented in the marketing literature. 

For example, Price and Arnould (1999:40) suggest that positive emotional sentiment 

to service providers can offer the service provider a point of differentiation from others. 

In a similar sense, Panda, Panda and Mishra (2013:14) consider emotional advertising 

to have a powerful role in the positioning effort of the brand.  

Escalas and Stern (2003) believe that emotional advertising can result in empathy or 

sympathy. Empathy and sympathy, in this case, refers directly to the experience of the 

advertisement directly. Sympathy refers to the emotions felt by the consumer in the 

awareness of the emotions of the other, while empathy refers to the consumer’s 
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congruent emotional state with the other (Escalas & Stern, 2003:567). Escalas and 

Stern (2003:567) refer to sympathy as “with-feeling” and empathy as “in-feeling”. 

There may be translated emotional effects experienced towards the brand as a result 

of the experience of the brand story. The authors suggest that, although empathy is 

preferred, a sympathetic experience may directly affect the consumer’s attitude 

towards the brand through the recognition of the emotions of the characters depicted 

in the advertisement. Furthermore, these sympathetic experiences can influence the 

viewer’s cognitive responses to the advertisement through the awareness of the 

emotions of the characters in the advertisement (Escalas & Stern, 2003:576). 

 

2.3. BRAND SELF-IMAGE CONGRUENCE 

The literature pertaining to brand self-congruence, more commonly referred to as self-

congruity, is in abundance (see Aguirre-Rodriguez et al., 2012). The theory posits that 

brand self-image congruence has a direct and positive influence on product and brand 

preferences (Sirgy, 1985:195–196; Sirgy, 1982:289). In other words, individuals prefer 

brands of which the symbolic imagery is similar to their own self-description (Hu, Liu, 

Wang & Yang, 2012).  

 

2.3.1. Self-congruity theory 

In the marketing literature, self-congruity is understood as the ‘natural’ extension of a 

consumer’s self-image (Usakli & Baloglu, 2011:116; Quester, Karunaratna & Goh 

2000). Research has shown that the motivation for self-expressive behaviour drives 

consumers to purchase products and brands that align with their self-image (e.g., 

Sirgy, Lee, Johar & Tidwell, 2008). 

Central to self-congruity theory is the notion that brands which are perceived to be 

similar to the consumer are more likely to experience an emotional connection that 

results in favourable behavioural actions and attitudinal loyalty (e.g., Yusof & Ariffin, 

2016; Koo et al., 2014; Aguirre-Rodriguez et al., 2012). Furthermore, brands that can 

communicate something significant about customers’ self-identity can have a more 
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pronounced effect of brand-self connections (Escalas & Bettman, 2005:388). In other 

words, a deeper emotional bond is created with consumers if the brand offers a vehicle 

to which the consumers can express their self-identity (Phau & Lau, 2000:431).  

Phau and Lau (2000:440) add that self-congruity is not only developed by simply 

positioning the brand personality in line with the target consumers’ personality; rather, 

the relationship between the consumer and the brand reinforces consumers’ 

perceptions of congruency. Cognitive confirmation in schema theory can explain why 

the improved relationship consumers have with a brand reinforces perceptions of 

congruency between the self and the other (Berk & Anderson, 2000:547). In schema 

theory, visual and audio signals that are made by a brand produce personality 

impression formed by the consumer which act as a confirmation of prior judgements 

and impressions (Clark & Rutter, 1985:106). Personality judgements are therefore 

made in reference to prior personality judgments.  

 

2.3.1.1. The alignment of the consumer’s self-concept and the perceived brand 

personality 

Self-congruity refers to the extent to which a consumer’s self-concept aligns with the 

consumer’s perception of the personality of a brand (Klipfel, Barclay & Bockorny, 

2014:130; Sirgy, 1985:195; Sirgy, 1982:289). In essence, a brand’s personality must 

be perceived as being similar to the consumers’ idea of their self (Aguirre-Rodriguez 

et al., 2012:1180).  

Brand personality is understood by the consumer in terms of personified brand 

imagery that gives a brand a set of human characteristics (Klipfel et al., 2014:132). 

Further, an argument can be made that individuals make judgments and form 

impressions based on the symbolic representation of those human characteristics 

(Phao & Lau, 2000). These symbolic representations often manifest in the use of 

certain adjectives that make inference on personality (Caprara, Barbaranelli & Guido, 

2001:378), such as “trustworthy” or “charismatic”.  
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It can be argued that a brand’s personality is inferred by the consumer through a series 

of adjectives made in reference to social signals and symbols. Because these 

adjectives can be made in reference to the self, the symbolic interactionism theory can 

be applied. Fink, Neave, Manning and Grammer (2006:496) find that individuals with 

an asymmetrical face are rated as more “neurotic”, “less agreeable” and less 

“conscientious”. In addition to this, Fink, Neave, Manning, and Grammar (2005:528) 

found a relationship between facial symmetry and ratings of “extraversion and 

openness”. 

 

2.3.1.1.1. The consumer’s self-concept 

Some consumer psychology researchers have considered the self-concept as a 

composite of two variables: the actual self and the ideal self (e.g., Quester, 

Karunaratna & Goh, 2000), while others have referred to the self-concept as 

encompassing of the ideal self, actual self, social self, and the ideal social self (Sirgy, 

1982:288). For this study, however, the self is understood as malleable for different 

social situations (Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:125), therefore allowing for the self to take 

different shapes for different situations. A more detailed discussion of the theory of the 

self is provided in Chapter 3 of this thesis. 

Schenk & Holman (1980:610) use symbolic interactionism to centralise the self as the 

“most important ‘thing’” in a situation or environment. This idea is alluded to, although 

indirectly, in the self-congruity literature. For example, in Klipfel et al.’s understanding 

of situational congruity (2014:131), they assert that consumers have a repertoire of 

self-symbols that are appropriate for different social situations. In building up a 

collection of these symbols to create a personality impression, individuals rely on 

associations based on signals and signs that are observed, such as brand symbols 

(Fink et al., 2006).  
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2.3.2. The symbolic value of the brand 

Aaker (1999:45) suggests that products have both utilitarian and symbolic functions 

for a consumer. In addition, according to Tsai (2005:280) the symbolic value, affective 

value and trade-off value of a brand all contribute to loyal consumer behaviour in the 

form of repurchase behaviour. Furthermore, Aaker (1999:45) suggests that the level 

to which a consumer perceives the personality of a brand to be congruent with their 

own can influence the symbolic value of the brand.  

Consumers can use the symbolic meaning of a brand in their own self-expression 

(Tsiotsou, 2010:4) if it is considered that brand personality can be developed through 

brand symbols (Phau & Lau, 2000). It is therefore understood for the purpose of this 

study that the symbolic value of a brand impacts the individual’s thoughts and feelings 

about the brand.  

 

2.3.2.1. Semiotics to explain brand symbolism 

Semiotics refers to the science which studies the role that signs, and symbols have in 

social life (Epure & Bondrea, 2012). To understand the symbolic value of brands, an 

understanding of how signs are communicated and used by the individual should be 

established.  

The two semiotic models that are the most prominent are: De Saussure’s semiology 

and Peirce’s semiology (Grayson & Shulman, 2000:17). These two models have been 

selected because there are understood to be fundamental (Rossolatos, 2013:4). 

De Saussure’s model suggests that language, more specifically the arbitrary signs that 

make up language, gives meaning to our reality (Yakin & Totu, 2014:6). With “arbitrary” 

De Saussure means that the sign symbol is not derived from nature. To elaborate, De 

Saussure theorised that the “sign” is made up of two parts, the tangible object or the 

“signified” and the intangible “signifier” (Mick, 1986:197). For De Saussure, these two 

parts are totally inseparable in reality.  
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On the other hand, Peirce’s semiology adopts a different philosophy which places 

greater emphasis on objective reality (Mick, 1986:199), referring to a reality that exists 

outside the observation of it. Because of Peirce’s more pragmatic perspective of the 

semiology, it has been more expensively used in marketing research (see Santos 

2012; Berger, 2011; Schembri et al., 2010; Oswald & Mick, 2006; Harmon, 2005; Mick, 

1986) as an analytical frame to describe how consumers use brands in different ways 

to construct and express the self.  

First a more detailed discussion of De Saussure’s semiology is provided which is 

followed by a discussion of Peirce’s semiology.  

 

2.3.2.2. A description of De Saussure’s semiology 

Ferdinand De Saussure has been credited with the theoretical foundations for the 

school of linguistic thought known as structuralism (Waterman, 1956:307). More 

specifically, De Saussure defined language as a two-factor mechanism which includes 

a social system of arbitrary signs and the active use of that system by the individual 

(Waterman, 1956:307). In his work, Course in general linguistics, De Saussure 

provides a vision of a science that would allow for the study of signs and language in 

a society (Bailey 1979).  

The science was known as Semiology and was the seed that sprouted the structuralist, 

post-structuralist and post-modernist philosophical movement. To understand how a 

story acts as symbols that represent identity, the self and reality in the form of 

narratives, this chapter requires a theoretical foundation to the system of signs. This 

section provides an overview on De Saussure’s system of signs as a precursor to the 

more elaborate semiotics of Peirce. 

From De Saussure’s perspective, it is the relationship between the words that give 

them meaning; not the individual words themselves (Mick, 1986:198). More 

specifically, for De Saussure (1916 [1959]:66) the linguistic sign does not unite a thing 

and its name; rather, it unites the concept and a “sound-image”, shown in Figure 2.2. 
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The term “sound-image” refers to the unity between the mental image of an object and 

the sound of the word used to label the object. 

The linguistic sign is a “two-sided” entity whereby the concept and the sound-image 

are united and recall each other (De Saussure, 1916 [1959]:66). Figure 2.2 illustrates 

this unity. Together, the concept and the sound-image create the sign. An example of 

this unity in Figure 2.3 was provided by De Saussure (1916 [1959]:67) with the concept 

of ‘tree’ and the Latin word for tree: arbor. De Saussure (1916 [1959]:67) designated 

the term “signified” to denote the concept and “signifier” to denote the sound-image. 

Together the signifier and the signified combine to form the whole, which De Saussure 

calls the “sign”.  

 

Figure 2.2: The relationship between the concept and the sound-image 

 

De Saussure (1916 [1959]) p. 66 

 

An example of the relationship between the concept and the sound-image is presented 

in figure 2.3.  
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Figure 2.3: “tree” 

 

De Saussure (1916 [1959]) p. 67 

 

De Saussure’s linguistic sign has two primal principles. First, the sign is arbitrary (De 

Saussure, 1916 [1959]:67). With ‘arbitrary’ De Saussure means that there is no 

material linkage between the signifier and the signified. De Saussure’s second 

linguistic principle considers the signifier, being auditory, as linear (De Saussure, 1916 

[1959]:68). With ‘linear’ De Saussure means that it spans across time in one direction. 

Using arbor as an example, one hears the part: ar before hearing the part: bor. 

Therefore, the sign does not occur altogether in one moment; rather it is perceived 

through time. De Saussure’s semiotics is attractive because of its simplicity. It also 

prefixes theory relating to the manner to which individuals organise thought and 

language as they make sense of the world.  

A more elaborate and comprehensive system was introduced by Charles Sanders 

Peirce. 

 

2.3.2.3. Peirce’s semiotic triad 

Semiology theory can offer deeper truths to why consumers connect with specific 

brands and symbols (e.g., Harmon, 2005). Santos (2012) use Peircean semiotic 

theory to understand brands as the representations of identity communicated to 

consumers through a series of signs and symbols. Additionally, Berger (2011) uses 

the Peircean perspective for the use of brand symbols in the construction of an 
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individual’s self-identity. The inclusion of this section provides some understanding of 

the importance of the relationship between the object and the sign, as well as how it 

is interpreted. Furthermore, Oswald & Mick (2006:21) believe that the use of semiotics 

in understanding brand symbolism provides the theoretical and analytical tools to 

explain how communication creates brand meaning. This section delves into his theory 

of semiotics to understand how brands are symbols. 

Although De Saussure’s semiotic theory was given much of the credit for the 

emergence of structuralist, post-structuralist, and post-modern thought (e.g., 

Waterman, 1956), Peirce’s theory is more flexible and practical in its incorporation of 

reality outside of the sign in the relationship between the sign and reality (Metro-

Roland, 2009:271). Charles Peirce’s semiology had great influence in the field of 

semiology and resulted in robust linguistic models, such as John Lyons’s semiotic 

triangle, further developed by Norbert Poruciuc (Morăraşu, 2006).  

Peirce’s original semiotics was considered for this thesis because of its wider 

applicability in comparison to newer semiotic models. Similar to De Saussure’s theory, 

Peirce too held the notion that a sign’s meaning originates from its relationship with 

other signs (Dewey, 1946:89). However, unlike De Saussure’s dialectic understanding 

of the sign, Peirce considered a sign to have three elements: the sign, the object and 

the interpretant (Rossolatos, 2013), as depicted in Figure 2.4.  

The “sign” represents the label that is given to the object (Liszka, 1996:20–21), much 

like the linguistic sign De Saussure presents. The “object” refers to the concept that 

exists in reality irrespective of its observation or classification (Liszka, 1996:21). 

Finally, the “interpretant” refers to the condition that a sign can only be a sign if it is 

interpreted (Liszka, 1996:24, 25). Together, these three conditions, shown in Figure 

2.4, make up what Peirce calls the “triadic relation” or the “triadic condition”. The triadic 

condition, sometimes considered as an abstracted fourth condition of the sign, 

represents the cooperation of the three conditions that allows the sign to exist in reality 

(Liszka, 1996:31, 32). In other words, the sign exists because it denotes an object in 

reality and is interpreted by an individual as such. 

 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



46 

 

Figure 2.4: Peirce’s semiotic triangle 

 

 

A description of Pierce’s typology of signs follows in the next section. 

 

2.3.2.3.1. Peirce’s typology of signs 

In Peirce’s semiology, he presents a typology of signs to which there are three broad 

categories: the icon, the index and the symbol. An “icon”, according to Peirce, is a sign 

of which the qualities correlate with that of the object it represents, such as a 

photograph (Liszka, 1996:37). An “index” represents the object, not by its 

characteristics, but by qualities that are congruent with the object, such as a wind vane 

that shows the direction of the wind (Liszka, 1996:38, 39). Lastly, “symbols” are signs 

that only represent the object when interpreted, of which there are two types: abstract 

symbols and singular symbols (Liszka, 1996:39, 41). By a “singular symbol” he refers 

to a symbol that represents a tangible object. By “abstract symbols” Peirce refers to 

symbols that represent certain characters and/or qualities  

Words can typically be considered as singular symbols, such as ‘tree’ or ‘apple’, 

whereas brand symbols are likely to be abstract symbols based on the Peircean 

perspective because they do not represent a singular object in reality. Brand symbols 

can be understood as comprising of both iconic signs and indexical signs, in that they 
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can both represent other symbols both iconically and indexically. Peirce does assert 

that all symbols can include some indexical and iconic elements at some level (Liszka, 

1996:39). In the consideration, therefore, of brand symbolism an understanding needs 

to be established of its iconic elements, such as metaphors and images, as well as its 

indexical elements, such as the staff and customers who interact with the brand. 

 

2.3.2.4. How consumers use brand symbolism to construct the self 

It has been argued in the previous sections that it is the symbolism which a brand 

communicates, of which a consumer builds a personality profile and subsequently 

absorbs into their own symbolic self-expression. Consumers tend to process 

information about a brand according to their relationship to the brand (Carsana & 

Jolibert, 2018). This is known as brand schematicity (Puligadda, Ross & Grewal, 

2012:117). If brand symbols become known in society as representing certain 

personality traits, individuals who show those symbols may also be associated, 

indexically, with those personality traits. This is referring to the indexical representation 

of the brand symbolism in the form of indexical authenticity (Carsana & Jolibert, 

2018:214; Grayson & Martinec, 2004). Using the Peircean understanding of indexical 

signs, a brand sign can exhibit indexical authenticity by representing the values that 

they portray to the consumer. The consumer can then interact with the brand by using 

it symbolically to represent values or traits that the consumer wishes to portray. 

 

2.3.2.4.1. Symbolic interactionism 

Symbolic interactionism can be used to understand the interaction between the 

consumer and the brand symbol. According to Schenk & Holman (1980), symbolic 

interactionism involves the treatment of the self as the most central variable in 

explaining the individual’s reaction to the environment of behaviour. Social 

interactionists view the human mind as a social tool which essentially functions as a 

collection of signs and symbols (Mick, 1986:201). In other words, individuals can use 
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certain signs and symbols, whether it be physical or non-physical artefacts, words, or 

shapes to express the required self for a particular situation.  

When considering the self-congruity theory, it can be deduced from the symbolic 

interactionalism theory that consumers select brand symbols that are in accordance 

to the self that they wish to express in a particular situation (Swaminathan, Stilley & 

Ahluwalia, 2009:987). It is therefore important for this thesis to understand brand 

symbolism and the symbolic self.  

In social psychology and symbolic interactionalism, the self is wholly a social 

mechanism (Schenk & Holman, 1980). Using the theory of symbolic interactionalism, 

therefore, it can be argued that the symbolic self is central and antecedent to both 

judgement on and expression of the self. Bell and Bell (2012) believe that the best way 

that individuals can understand and convey their social identity is through material 

expression. This materiality can be observed in the collection of cultural artefacts and 

cultural styles through antiquity. Further, this materiality can be observed in the 

symbolic value products and brands hold for consumers (Aaker, 1999). Furthermore, 

if we use the term ‘artefacts’ instead of ‘stuff’, non-physical objects can be included as 

material artefacts. These non-physical artefacts can include stories.  

Individuals can use known stories to both understand their symbolic self both 

indexically and to convey their self to others. The manner to which individuals use 

stories to symbolically represent themselves is discussed in the next section using the 

transportation effect to explain the symbolic consumption of story by consumers. More 

specifically, consumers can use brand symbols that give them some symbolic utility or 

value (Tsai, 2005; Aaker, 1999). It is understood in this thesis that consumers value 

brands that are aligned with their own self-image (Sirgy et al., 2008). 

 

2.3.3. The use of storytelling to create brand-self congruency 

To achieve brand-self congruency, it is not enough to provide symbolism that 

consumers may use; brands must also motivate why such symbolism can offer them 

self-expressive symbolic utility (Tsai, 2005:279). When consumers buy and use 
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products and brands, they do not only need to experience the functional benefits but 

also the symbolic benefit (Aaker, 1999). Because individuals use symbolism to both 

construct and convey their self, the symbolism must both relate to the narrative to 

which the individual wishes to portray and to the narrative that individuals use to 

construct meaning in their lives. In terms of self-congruity, the consumer does not only 

relate to brand symbolism, but incorporates it into their sense-making process. 

It is through this transportation effect that individuals can experience the symbolic 

consumption of the story (Van Laer, Visconti & Feiereisen, 2018:485) and incorporate 

it into their sense-making process. In this transportation into the narrative of a story 

the individual can create self-schemas through the transported experience of the 

narrative.  

Upon the experience of a story, the individual continuously decodes the narrative, 

redefining schemas, conflicts between schemas and produces new meaning (Miall, 

1989). Furthermore, if the self is understood in terms of a cohesive narrative 

(Polkinghorne, 1991), then the transportation into the narrative of a story and resultant 

reorganisation of self-schemas are affected by this transportation effect. Through the 

transportation effect, the audience can incorporate the narrative into their own 

narrative symbolically to both understand their self semantically and to represent their 

self (Kim, Lloyd & Cervellon, 2015). This section provides an overview of the 

transportation effect in terms of its potential use in creating the symbolism that 

consumers may use in their own self-expression.  

 

2.3.3.1. The transportation effect 

Narrative transportation is defined as the immersion of the self into a story (Escalas, 

2007:421). ‘Narrative’, which refers to two or more events in a chronological sequence 

(Bal, Butterman & Bakker, 2011:362), allows individuals to create meaning of the 

constantly created self (Bahl & Milne, 2009:177).  

Individuals are able to create meaning of their life with the sequential structure of 

narrative (Escalas, 2004b:169). More specifically, individuals organise their memory 
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of the past and experience of the present (Escalas, 2004b:170) with a narrative to 

which reality can be understood (Fiske, 1993). Furthermore, individuals can also 

simulate future events based on preferable outcomes, goals, and desired behaviours 

(Escalas, 2004b:171).  

Simulation of events, whether it be fictional or perceived future events, can take 

several forms, one being narrative transportation. Narrative transportation is based on 

the metaphor that readers of a text take a figurative journey into the narrative world 

presented to them (Appel & Richter, 2010).  

Polkinghorne (1991:135) offers narrative or ‘story structure’ as a method to 

conceptualise the self by viewing the self as a story or narrative. Conceptualising the 

self as a story centralises a person as a ‘self-narrating’ organism (Ezzy, 1998:239). 

Taking a symbolic interactionist perspective; the experience of the narrative of the 

other can be of such intensity and focus that the individual experiences a 

transportation of the self into that narrative (Appel & Richter, 2010).  

Gerrig (1993:10, 11) describes the transportation effect in terms of a ‘traveller’ who 

leaves his or her own world and travels into the world of the story only to change 

somewhat upon return. In other words, the audience metaphorically pushes reality to 

the side and place themselves into the narrative of the story as if they are experiencing 

the events themselves (Green, 2004). Green and Brock (2000:701) consider this effect 

to involve all mental systems and capacities, so much so that the authors consider the 

individual to have ‘left’ their world of origin. Essentially, the storyteller invites the 

receiver of the story into the narrative which causes them to lose themselves in the 

story (Van Laer et al., 2014:799). Furthermore, Van Laer et al. (2014:799) maintain 

that there are three features relevant to the construct of the narrative transportation 

effect: receiving and interpreting the story, empathy and mental imagery and full 

immersion in line with Green and Brock’s view (2000). Therefore, to achieve narrative 

transportation, the story receiver must understand the story, empathise with the story 

characters and generate such vivid imagery as to allow the events of the story to be 

experienced as if they were occurring in reality (Van Laer et al., 2014:799). Brands 

must therefore tell stories that are easily understood by consumers that feel as if they 

are totally real and that generate empathy.  
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This thesis suggests that the understanding of a story is of critical importance. Story 

comprehension does not merely refer to the understanding of the events of a story; it 

includes the reasons why events are happening. For Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38), 

the audience must expect and predict likely outcomes of a story. He continued on to 

notion that it is the realisation of these predictions that causes the elicitation of fear 

and compassion. If the audience is unable to make these predictions because they do 

not understand how and why the plot is progressing in the way that it, these predictions 

may not occur. Furthermore, such vivid imagery is needed to make the story as real 

as possible. Lastly, the story must elicit an emotional response in the form of empathy.  

 

2.3.3.1.1. The persuasive power of storytelling 

It has been well documented in the marketing literature that narrative transportation in 

some way moderates the persuasive effect of communication (e.g., Appel & Richter, 

2010). Mazzocco et al. (2010:361) believe that narrative transportation can ease 

‘attitudinal yielding’ by reducing the natural response to argue or question persuasive 

communication. Narrative transportation, furthermore, has been shown empirically to 

passively impact persuasion (see Slater & Rouner, 2002). Therefore, the use of 

storytelling to achieve narrative transportation can benefit the marketer through the 

emotional connection with consumers as well as through the resultant persuasive 

power of narrative transportation. 

 

2.4. STORIES CAN CREATE MEANING FOR THE CONSUMER 

As mentioned before, the symbolic consumption of stories can create meaning for the 

consumer. In the storytelling literature, the term ‘catharsis’ is used to describe the 

experience of deeper meaning in the experience of a story (Keesey, 1978:196). 

Woodside (2010:533) views catharsis as the deep, pleasurable understanding which 

results from the continued experience of archetypical myths. Aristotle specifically 

referred to catharsis as the pleasurable experience of pity or fear (Burke, 1959:340). 
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It was Aristotle’s belief that the effort or path to achieve a cathartic experience for the 

audience is the aesthetic pleasure of the story (Schaper, 1968:141).  

It can be argued, in accordance with Aaker (1999) that brands may benefit from 

presenting the symbolic utility of their brand through storytelling. Additionally, it can be 

argued that brands seek resonance with consumers by presenting imagery that 

consumers can incorporate into their own self-concept and therefore achieve self-

congruity with the brand (Hu et al., 2012).  

Storytelling has been considered, in the marketing literature, in terms of its uses in 

persuasion, building communal relationships (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2010:327) and 

brand activation (Smith & Wintrob, 2013). In the effort of understanding brand 

storytelling practice in terms of its effectiveness for marketers, an understanding of 

both the goal of brand storytelling as well as the path to realise that goal should be 

taken. This thesis answers those questions with the consultation of experts in 

psychology, storytelling, and brand storytelling. Before these questions can be 

addressed, a working definition of storytelling should be presented and distinguished 

from ‘narrative’.  

 

2.5. STORYTELLING DEFINED 

Storytelling is universal and has played an important role in human evolution (Smith 

Smith, Schlaepfer, Major, Dyble, Page, Thompson, Chaudhary, Salali, Mace, Astete, 

Ngales, Vinicius & Migliano, 2017:2). At its fundamental level, storytelling is a form of 

communication (Worth, 2008:55). In fact, storytelling is one of the oldest forms of 

human communication which continues with great frequency today (Smith et al., 2017; 

Forest, 2009). The purpose of this section, therefore, is to distinguish storytelling from 

regular communication and to provide a definition of storytelling that is both distinct 

and comprehensive.  

Woodside (2010:531) believes a story “expresses how and why life changes”. It is 

perhaps the ‘why’ question that can give insight into the distinction of storytelling from 

communication. Therefore, storytelling is understood, not only as an account of events 
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and experiences that unfold, but a metaphorical method to communicate new ideas 

and express reality (Forest, 2009:81). Furthermore, this metaphorical method of 

communication provides a symbolic process that reality can be produced, maintained 

and transformed (Coonfield, 2009:179). More specifically, once metaphors are familiar 

to the individual, they infer to semantic links with other words and phrases, therefore 

stimulating associated schemas (Ritchie, 2019:243).  

It can therefore be said that stories and their metaphorical utility act indexically and 

iconically (Perlman, Clark & Falck, 2015:1349) as symbols to represent more complex 

ideas and perceptions held across multiple schemas. Furthermore, the story 

symbolically integrates schemas in a narrative which can be centralised around a 

common theme or plot that may be easier to understand (Ezzy, 1998:245). In simpler 

terms, the telling, retelling and collection of stories and their resultant symbolism 

create categories of experience and existence to which individuals can make sense of 

their lives (Dennis, 2007:184). Here it is simple to equate story and narrative because 

the two concepts are so greatly intertwined. They are however separate concepts, and 

the difference between them is unpacked in the following section.  

 

2.5.1. Difference between story and narrative 

The purpose of this section is to make the distinction between narrative and story and 

to describe the relationship between the two concepts. Starting with narrative; this is 

understood simply as the causal sequence of events. Mar (2004:1415) describes 

narrative as the “description of a series of actions and events that unfold over time, 

according to causal principles”. Under this definition, there need not be a beginning or 

an end, simply a succession of events is needed in a linear direction. On the other 

hand, story involves some goal-direction and includes an affective element (Stein, 

1982).  

Aristotle’s mythos and logos can be consulted in the understanding of narrative. Logos 

refers to reason in that it tries to establish truth by means of ‘critical inquiry’ while 

mythos refers to fictional narrative (Orfanos, 2006:483–484). Logos can refer more 
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generally to the probable, causal sequence of events experienced in a narrative, while 

mythos refers to symbolic characteristics of characters in a story.  

Fisher (1985) considers Aristotle’s mythos and logos as dialectical, similar to the 

dialectical nature of argumentative themes and aesthetic themes. Although dialectic, 

Fisher views these opposing notions of logos and mythos as complementary and 

which, when combined, lead to greater coherence of knowledge (Roberts, 2004:130). 

By ‘dialectic’, Fisher (1985) refers to the opposing nature of the concepts, meaning the 

definition of one in in relation to the other. 

A narrative is sequence of events in the order of occurrence (Polletta, Chen, Gardner 

& Motes, 2011:101). More specifically, ‘narrative’ refers to the causal sequence of 

events in the temporal dimension (Mar, 2004:1415). Crucial to narrative is that it 

follows a certain logical rationality (Warnick, 1987). Coherence is therefore the 

fundamental characteristic of narrative: action must follow other action in logical and 

causal order (Mar, 2004:1415). Aristotle may have been the first to identify the 

importance of coherence in narrative with his pathos, described in greater detail in 

Chapter 4 of this study.  

 

2.6. STORYTELLING CREATES COMMUNAL EMPATHY THROUGH SHARED 

METAPHOR 

Between different communities across cultures there are more similarities than 

differences in terms of story and storytelling tradition (e.g., Dorji, 2010). The telling and 

listening to stories in a social group allow the individuals of the social group to develop 

a sense of empathy with each other (Forest, 2009:76), as well as a shared public 

narrative (Roberts, 2004:131) and therefore a degree of communal empathy. As 

people we have developed a deep longing to experience the stories of others as well 

as sharing our own (Mar, 2004:1414). There may be a deep-lying evolutionary drive 

for human being to engage in the practice of storytelling (Smith et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, in the telling of our own suffering and listening to the suffering of others, 

a shared experience is developed (Coonfield, 2009). Therefore, storytelling allows for 

members in a community to develop the capability for empathy with each other.  
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Along with the development of empathy, storytelling has been used as an art form and 

cultural tradition that brings the community entertainment, communal knowledge, 

teachings, shared identity and religious ritual and ceremony (Dorji, 2010). Through the 

telling and retelling of stories, metaphors naturally emerge to shape and reshape the 

narrative (Zindel, 2001:11), depending on the cultural style adopted by the community 

(Dorji, 2010).  

Metaphors are useful because, when communally understood, they imply meaning in 

the context through its prior use in other stories (Gibson & Zellmer-Bruhn, 2001) and 

its ability to make abstract concepts more tangible (Wilk, 2004:12). Furthermore, 

Zindel (2001:10) describes a so-called co-catching of a shared mutual metaphor 

through storytelling that requires equal parts listening and telling. The capturing of this 

shared metaphor can allow individuals to use metaphors symbolically to communicate 

abstract concepts that may otherwise be difficult with pragmatic and straight forward 

language (Gibson & Zellmer-Bruhn, 2001).  

The shared metaphor develops with the listeners’ participation in the telling of the story 

(e.g., Bezhan, 2013). The idea of co-creating a metaphor by the teller and the listener 

can be applied to the process of the telling and retelling of proverbs between 

generations. The metaphor with the proverb, therefore, can be created and shaped by 

the new generations retelling the metaphorical proverb. Additionally, through ritualistic 

practices, societies through history are able to pass down communal metaphors which 

help explain reality in a spiritual and/or philosophical sense (Dorji, 2010) through 

storytelling.  

 

2.7. CONCLUSION  

The purpose of this chapter was to explore the connection between the brand, the 

consumer using storytelling. Ultimately the relationship between the brand and the 

consumer can be understood through the lens of brand resonance and long-term 

loyalty. Fundamentally, this chapter took a symbolic frame of reference using symbolic 

interactionism as a theoretical base. Using this perspective, the intersection between 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



56 

 

the brand, the consumer and the story can be understood from the point of view of the 

consumer in terms of how the brand is conceived as congruent with the individual’s 

self-image. This intersection is consistent with self-congruity theory in the branding 

literature.  

Stories can be used symbolically to both understand and communicate the symbolic 

self. Furthermore, one can absorb the narrative of the other’s story into their own by 

using the transportation effect. Also known as narrative transportation, the 

transportation effect refers to the total immersion of the individual into a story to the 

point that one may feel that they are experiencing the story themselves. The 

transportation effect may explain how the experience of the story of the other can 

result in congruence with the self. To achieve narrative transportation, however, three 

conditions must be met: the individual must understand the story; the imagery must 

be so vivid that it feels real, and empathy must be elicited. In conclusion, the symbolic 

experience of the brand story through narrative transportation may result in self-

congruity and ultimately brand resonance. Therefore, narrative transportation lies at 

the intersection between the brand, the consumer, and the story. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The relationship between the individual and the story 
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3.1. INTRODUCTION 

Narrative transportation lies at the intersection between the brand, the consumer, and 

the story. It is understood that the audience of a story can immerse themselves into a 

story to the point to which they can perceive the events of the story as if they are 

experiencing them themselves (Gerrig, 1993:10, 11). Therefore, in the effort to 

understand the relationship between the brand, the consumer and the story, an 

understanding of the consumers’ symbolic self, as well as how consumers use 

storytelling in their lives, should be established.  

The purpose of this chapter is therefore to explore the relationship between the 

consumer and the story. More specifically, this chapter explores the relationship 

between the consumer’s semanticised self and the story. Therefore, this chapter is 

centred around the theory pertaining to of the self as well as how individuals use the 

storytelling and narrative to make sense of themselves and the world around them. 

Furthermore, in the narrative understanding of the self along with the perceived 

similarity of others to the self, individuals exhibit cathartic experiences through 

empathy with characters in stories. To begin the discussion, ‘storytelling’ is understood 

as a vehicle for the understanding of and communication of the individual’s identity 

(Weiglhofer, 2015:264). 

 

3.2. STORYTELLING AS INHERENTLY HUMAN 

Storytelling is often considered as the most common mode of human communication 

(e.g., Moore, 2013; Barbara, 2003; Ekström, 2000). Furthermore, storytelling can be 

used by an individual to develop an identity and to communicate that identity with 

others (e.g., Weiglhofer, 2015). Storytelling is therefore a vehicle that individuals use 

to understand the self as well as to expresses their version of their self to others. This 

section introduces storytelling as an inherently human exercise that is used at an 

individual and a societal level. More specifically, this section outlines how the individual 

can use storytelling to both understand and express their identity.  
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3.2.1. The story as a means of identity development 

Storytelling can be used by the individual in an effort to both understand their identity 

as well as to express it to the other (De Fina, 2015:351; Toyosaki, 2007). Storytelling 

is therefore used by the individual in their identity development. Identity development 

has two approaches, namely: individuation and narrative (McLean et al., 2010:167, 

168). Individuation includes the development of the self in the sense as distinguished 

from others and the development of social connection with others (Fordham, 1969:11). 

Individuals, therefore, develop an identity by distinguishing themselves from others in 

the context of close relationships. It is also proposed by McLean et al. (2010:167) that 

the development of an individual’s identity can be viewed from a narrative approach.  

A narrative approach means that individuals make sense of the self and their 

environment through the reflection of past experiences in relation to perceptions of the 

present and future self. In other words, the individual takes meaning from the past to 

understand one’s sense of self through time. Furthermore, Dunbar and Grotevant 

(2004:138) suggest that identity is realised and communicated through a process of 

‘narrative construction’. McLean et al. (2010:168) suggest that, through narrative 

sense-making, individuals can take meaning from interactions from the other and 

incorporate them into their identity. Through the experience of stories individuals are 

able to make sense of their lives and engage with others in their social environment 

(Coonfield, 2009). Evolutionary anthropologists (e.g., Smith et al., 2017) and 

sociologists (e.g., Jenkins, 2013; Czarnecki, 2009) have suggested that storytelling 

originated in humans as the result of the need to interact with their social environment. 

 

3.3.  THE ORIGINS OF STORYTELLING 

“Storytelling is the oldest form of human communication.” 

(Jenkins, 2013:141). 
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To understand storytelling as a human exercise, an overview of how storytelling 

developed in human beings has to be provided. This section provides an overview of 

storytelling as a human exercise.  

It is believed that storytelling has been an inherently human exercise since pre-historic 

times (Czarnecki, 2009:6). Fundamentally, human beings are a species of storytellers, 

and storytelling is central to the development of who we are (Jenkins, 2013). 

Furthermore, it is believed that the use of oral storytelling brought about the complex 

language systems that humans exhibit (Dautenhahn, 2002:98; Freese, 2002). 

 

3.3.1. Early storytelling 

The most clear and obvious examples of early storytelling are cave paintings, typically 

dated between 25,000 to 35,000 years ago (Valladas, 2003:1491). The early 

frameless images on walls of caves paint a picture of the lives of those early human 

beings (Carroll, 2009:143).  

Apart from cave paintings, it is believed that primitive hunter-gatherer societies had 

strong oral storytelling traditions over 35,000 years ago (Smith et al., 2017). In order 

to engage in oral storytelling, there needed to be the development of language to 

facilitate the oral storytelling. Further, it has theorised that the use of language in a 

narrative format was developed as a means of social grooming and social cohesion in 

the early humans (Dautenhahn, 2002:101).  

Interestingly, these narrative traditions seem to be both inherent and universal. The 

practice of storytelling has been observed in all indigenous cultures across the world 

(e.g., Lawrence & Paige, 2016:70). From anthropological collections of tales and 

stories, as well as from prehistoric cave art, there have emerged certain patterns and 

motifs from each culture of which the members had no possibility of contacting each 

other (Sax, 2006:166). In other words, different early cultures might have told the same 

stories but perhaps in a different way with different specifics. Language and the 

narrative form of communication through the oral medium may, therefore, be a natural 

step in human evolution.  
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While some have understood storytelling as originating as an oral tradition (e.g., 

Sugiyama, 2017), others suggest that it is the visual tradition of storytelling, such as 

the cave paintings that have originated first (e.g., Benjamin, 2006). Oral storytelling 

might have developed as a result of the need to articulate stories more concretely. 

 

3.3.2. The origins of the oral tradition of storytelling 

It is proposed that complex verbal language evolved from early primitive 

communication, such as mimicking and mime, as a necessary function to 

communicate whole stories (Christiansen & Kirby, 2003:303). Using evolutionary 

psychology, theorists have proposed that oral language evolved as a necessary 

adaptive function to navigate the environment, including the social environment 

(Freese, 2002). For example, oral language might have originated as an improved 

social bonding mechanism that could surpass social grooming in early humans, which 

may have set them apart from other primates who still engaged in grooming behaviour 

(Dautenhahn, 2002:101). It is suggested, therefore, that language use for the purpose 

of social bonding was more effective than grooming, especially for larger social groups 

(Dunbar, 1993:689). Therefore, oral storytelling might have emerged as a natural 

social mechanism for social bonding, resulting from early human’s increasingly large 

social groups.  

 

3.3.3. Storytelling as the human exercise we know today 

Storytelling was and is still a major part of human beings’ lives (Miller, Cho & Bracey, 

2005). Every civilisation across the globe has a cultural heritage that they hold dear, 

which is passed down from generation to generation through storytelling (Edosomwan 

& Peterson, 2016:92). For example, Mifsud (2009) alludes to storytelling in ancient 

Hindu culture which initiated and facilitated the exchange of ideas and actions and in 

some cases goods and services. 

Stories can also be considered as ideology itself, as fictional stories, historical stories, 

myths, and legends are simply the organisation of abstracted beliefs about reality (e.g., 
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Kateb, 2002). Ancient societies used myth, legends, and tales to explain the events 

and experiences that might have been beyond their comprehension (e.g., Riascos, 

2007:254). Ancient societies therefore could construct stories to explain the 

phenomena that were understood, using entities such as gods or spirits. Storytelling, 

therefore, has a rich and universal tradition across culture around the globe.  

Lawrence and Paige (2016:65) suggest that, although storytelling practice is exercised 

globally, the content of stories is specific to the environment of the people telling those 

stories. For example, indigenous people that lived in colder climates shared stories of 

the first and last frost, while other cultures told stories relating to the animals and plants 

of their native land (Lawrence & Paige, 2016:65). In summation, storytelling as a global 

and inherently human exercise has been practiced across the globe since the dawn 

of time, but with significant contextual differences for different cultures and geographic 

regions. This thesis therefore considers storytelling as an inherently human exercise 

or practice that has a degree of cultural contextuality.  

The following section discusses how society and individuals use the practice of 

storytelling in their community as well as how they use it interpersonally.  

 

3.4.  AN INQUIRY INTO THE USES OF STORYTELLING FOR INDIVIDUALS AND 

SOCIETY 

“Stories offer support for both healing and spiritual growth, which are inseparable.” 

Banks-Wallace et al. (2007) 

 

From the observation of storytelling practice from pre-history, the practice has 

revealed itself in the ritualistic behaviour that comes naturally and universally to human 

beings (Buterbaugh, 2013:220). It can be argued that storytelling is an action that has 

defined what it means to be human (Chawla, 2007:19). Storytelling is also an action 

that has facilitated social interaction (Coonfield, 2009). The purpose of this section is 

to explore the reason why human beings engage in storytelling, how individuals use 
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storytelling to develop a healthy sense of self, as well as to connect to others on an 

emotional level and a societal level.  

This chapter provides a description of storytelling as an inherent social mechanism 

which we as individuals use to construct our social identity and communicate life 

lessons, as well as to describe and perceive the self. Further, because individuals 

construct a self-narrative (McLean et al., 2010:168; Dunbar & Grotevant, 2004), 

individuals can share part of their self by expressing themselves through stories about 

their life. This section first considers how storytelling as a social tradition enables the 

individual to draw from generational knowledge to construct their own identity in 

reference to their ancestry. Further, this section addresses more directly the use of 

storytelling in the individual’s own self construction.  

 

3.4.1. Storytelling as a social tradition 

Much of the storytelling literature suggests that storytelling has a role in the 

development and maintenance of society. For example, Dorji (2010:28) suggests that 

the role of storytelling in society involves the transmission of knowledge, building the 

community and engaging in spirituality. From the earliest human being’s linguistic 

storytelling is believed to have been a function of social behaviour (Christiansen & 

Kirby, 2003:302).  

Miller et al. (2005:119) suggests the consideration of storytelling at both the socio-

cultural and the individual level. By storytelling at the socio-cultural level Miller et al. 

(2005:119) refer to storytelling that is in reference to the individual’s community and 

culture. Storytelling at the socio-cultural level would therefore include stories that 

individuals would hear or experience while engaging in their social environment. 

Conversely, Miller et al. (2005:129) refer to storytelling at the individual level as their 

own voice or experience. Therefore, storytelling at the individual level would refer to 

storytelling that individuals use to engage with themselves or with the others.  
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3.4.1.1. Storytelling at the socio-cultural level 

At the socio-cultural level, stories constitute a shared, imagined community to which 

all members of society belong (Coonfield, 2009:177). Stories encourage the listener 

to view socio-cultural narrative in society in personal terms (Dennis, 2007:184), in 

other words in terms of the individual’s place and role in society. Storytelling is 

therefore both an individualistic and societal practice (Bell, 2009:108). Furthermore, 

storytelling provides a basis to which collective and communal values and morals that 

are generated generationally can be absorbed by the individual who is a member of 

the society (Coonfield, 2009:177). 

 

3.4.1.1.1. A shared, communal narrative constructed using storytelling and ritual 

Communities rely on narrative to construct the notion of community itself (Dennis, 

2007:184). The shared narrative allows individuals in a community to understand 

where they fit and how the society operates. Storytelling in society manifests itself in 

this shared, public narrative (Colás, Tapscott, Moghnieh & Blat, 2013). Therefore, 

narratives can be used as methods to which social discourse can be understood. 

It has been argued that, at the socio-cultural level, developing public narrative through 

storytelling is the central basis for the creation and maintenance of society (e.g., 

Coonfield, 2009). Furthermore, Dennis (2007:184) asserts that narrative and story are 

principle to the notion of community, so much so that community cannot exist without 

it. Garlough (2013) considers the social narrative as a form of rhetoric from which the 

individual can draw in the construction of their own personal narrative. As such, the 

societal narrative can be considered as a frame for the individual’s personal narrative. 

A good example of a societal frame that can shape an individual’s personal narrative 

may be the narrative associated with spirituality.  

The social act of storytelling and ritual in most cases are inseparable (Dorji, 2010). For 

example, Neile (2005:101, 102) describes the association of religious stories with their 

corresponding holidays, such as Christmas, to celebrate the birth of Jesus Christ, or 

Passover that celebrates the Hebrew exodus from Egypt. Further, spiritual healers 
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have used story to persuade patients that their problems can be interpreted from the 

lens of a particular narrative (Dorji, 2010) embedded in myth. These examples show 

the value of creating a repertoire of stories for a community that can be used to 

describe and experience the reality of a particular society (McGeough, 2012).  

Storytelling as a poetic and spiritual form of rhetoric in a culture allows the individuals 

in a community to maintain and develop their affiliation to the group as well as the 

boundaries of their identity (e.g., Garlough, 2013). Furthermore, the collection of 

stories in a community or culture can form the narratives of public discourse (Mons, 

2011:112) that shape the collective understanding of the collective identity and 

experience (McGeough, 2012). The mystical and ritualistic art of storytelling that has 

been present through history cannot be ignored in the investigation of storytelling on 

the human level.  

The following section describes the ritualistic and mythical use of storytelling in greater 

detail. 

 

3.4.1.1.2.  The ritualistic and mythical use of storytelling 

For Gentile (2011:85) storytelling, ritual and myth are inherently intertwined and 

together act as the “social narrative”. There is however a conflicting understanding of 

the definition of myth (Penner, 1968:46). Myth is difficult to define, owing to its 

paradoxical nature, as it can be simultaneously used to describe truths as well as 

falsehoods. Defining myth is, however, necessary to understand the societal practice 

of storytelling (Schorer, 1959:359). 

Des Bouvrie (1998:20) offers a simple and eloquent definition of myth as: “a group of 

identifiable tales, which by corollary we consider as historically and otherwise ‘untrue’”. 

On the other hand, Doty (1980:553, 551) views myth as a more comprehensive and 

provides a “polyphasic” definition which includes myth as “dramas”, “ceremonies” and 

“rituals”. For this thesis, however, Wheelwright’s definition (1955:473) borrowed from 

Alan Watts, is used: “Myth is to be defined as a complex of stories … which, for various 

reasons, human beings regard as demonstrations of the inner meaning of the universe 
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and of human life”. This definition was used because it allows myth to be understood 

as a collection of stories as artefacts themselves. Through this definition, myth can be 

considered as cultural artefacts that act as “literal voices in our written dialogue” (Bell 

& Bell, 2012:86). 

Myth can be considered as an intangible artefact of a society that may hold some 

symbolic value. Most importantly, myths can act as archetypical stories that are told 

and retold, shaping the narrative that forms the communal identity (Dance, 2007; 

Daemmrich, 2003:213). To conclude, myth as archetypical stories can be considered 

as symbolic, intangible artefacts of a society. These artefacts can be accessed by the 

individuals of a society as reference to their cultural connection and proof of their 

communal membership. The collection of myth, ritualistic symbolism, and community 

storytelling can thus shape the identity of the individual (Edosomwan & Peterson, 

2016:92).  

The next section discusses the incorporation of community storytelling, symbolism, 

and myth in the individual’s understanding of their society and therefore of themselves.  

 

3.4.1.1.3. . Shared collective memory 

Storytelling on the socio-cultural level allows for the development of a societal, shared 

collective memory. Each story told is absorbed into other stories, binding individuals 

together in a shared narrative and shared symbolism, such as the symbolic nature of 

South Africa’s Voortrekker Monument (Steenkamp, 2009:151). By passing on stories 

orally to the next generation, the listener and the teller can interact with the story and 

its implied meaning to better understand their place in history as well as their values 

and morals (Canavan, 2011:130). Through this process, a collective community 

memory is established whereby community members can relate to events of the story 

and connect to one another in meaningful, long-term, and historically significant ways 

(Dorji, 2010). Audelo and Bietti (2013:2) refer to these stories as “autobiographical” 

and suggest that they are framed and constructed by members of a community to 

create a shared narrative embedded with cultural and social meanings. Therefore, the 
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knowledge shared by the members of a community become a part of the individual’s 

own, personal memory. 

It has been argued that personal memory and knowledge of a common past become 

“intertwined” with the individual’s personal memories (Audelo & Bietti, 2013:2). 

Furthermore, autobiographical stories, which refer to stories relating to the self, are 

constructed, and framed in terms of the cultural context in which the individual wishes 

to be included (Audelo & Bietti, 2013:5).  

The incorporation of stories constructed culturally by members of a community, into 

the personal narrative (Dennis, 2007) therefore involves both reconciliation with the 

cultural identity and a reflection of one’s own personal identity (e.g., Garlough, 2013). 

In other words, individuals make sense of their own stories by placing these in line 

with the social narrative of the group in which they desire to be included. Engaging in 

communal storytelling allows the individual access to a deeper communal narrative 

and therefore identity (Buterbaugh, 2013).  

 

3.4.1.1.4. Storytelling and teachings 

Storytelling is one of the oldest methods of education. As a teaching method, 

storytelling maintains and change cultural values, cultural identities, language, and the 

collective remembering of the past (Forest, 2009:81). Using storytelling, families are 

able to communicate who they are, where they come from and their societal place in 

the world (McGeough, 2012). The sharing of stories to the younger generations gives 

them the tools to understand the social environment that they are a part of and “offers 

guidance and insights into life’s lessons” (Dorji, 2010:59). These life lessons refer to 

the generational values and virtues that society expects on the individual. The socio-

cultural level, generational learning results in the discussion of conflicting ideology and 

ideas to which the society can organise and assimilate into the public narrative (e.g., 

Tyler & Rosen, 2008:109).  

 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



68 

 

3.4.1.2. Stories as social symbols 

Following from the previous section, stories, myths, and rituals can act as social 

symbols that individuals can use in their own identity construction and their 

understanding of their social reality. This section describes how stories can act as 

symbols and how the relationship between the individual and the symbol manifests.  

De Saussure’s theory of the sign, as well as Peirce’s semiotic triangle discussed in 

Chapter 2 (Section 3.2), is relevant to this discussion because they describe the nature 

in which individuals communicate to the world around them. Additionally, theories of 

semiology can be applied in the understanding of how societies develop and use 

symbolism incorporated in storytelling. 

Myths have been described as holding symbolic value (Dance, 2007:2) that frame 

collective identity and create shared meaning (Davis, 2008a:5). Therefore, the 

symbolic value in myth can indexically and iconically represent identity and meaning. 

Furthermore, the use of stories to create the internal dialogue around an individual’s 

experience in reality can be understood as an indexical interrelationship between the 

individual and the story as a symbol (Schembri et al., 2010:624). A symbolic 

interrelationship occurs when an individual uses an object as a symbol to refer to 

something else (Schembri et al., 2010:626), such as a wedding ring to symbolise 

marriage, or when an individual orders a martini at a bar to symbolise charisma in 

relation to fictional character: James Bond.  

The story may act as the symbol that represents the physical and therefore can be 

considered, according to structuralist thought, synonymous with the physical. In other 

words, the story may be as real as the physical phenomenon that it describes in the 

mind of the individual. Therefore, the sign may carry the same meaning to an individual 

as the physical phenomenon that it represents (De Saussure, 1916 [1959]:67).  
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3.4.1.2.1. The symbolic interrelationship between the individual and the story 

The interrelationship between the story and the experience of reality manifests itself 

in the ritualistic incorporation of myths into the individual’s life frame (Davis, 2008a:9). 

In other words, individuals can incorporate stories symbolically into their own life story.  

The manner to which society presents the storyline can have a distinct impact on the 

narrative construction of an individual in reference to their community and to the life 

storyline that the individual believes they should observe (Gallinat, 2006). For 

example, Drew’s study of post-cancer patients (2005:78) showed a discrepancy 

between the story of what their lives should look like after cancer versus their actual 

lives after cancer. Some of these cancer survivors do not live normal lives as shown 

in the survival stories presented to them by society, leaving them disjointed and 

confused about the meaning of their life.  

Drew’s study (2005) shows that the stories presented to people by the society they 

live in can have an impact on the perceived success of their life story according to 

what they expect. Absorption of myths, more specifically the symbols that the myths 

perpetuate into the individual’s perceived life story success, therefore exists (Hermans 

& Van Gilst, 1991:431).  

A more detailed description of the process to which individuals absorb stories into their 

own life story is provided in the following section. 

 

3.4.2. Storytelling and the self 

Although storytelling has important uses for society as a whole, the real importance of 

storytelling lies in its use for self-understanding (Winquist, 1974:102). Storytelling 

allows individuals to understand and make sense of emotion (Cunliffe & Coupland, 

2011:64) and of the complexity of reality itself (Winquist, 1974:102).  

Individuals tell stories based on our memories of life experiences and select which 

events to be included and which should be excluded (Lawrence & Paige, 2016:64). 
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Storytelling allows the individual to see the self as an object or a symbol to which life 

meaning can be attached (Davis, 2008a:9). The act of remembering requires the 

usage of signs and symbols that represent the past (Davis, 2008a:9).  

Harvey (2005:63) suggests that reality does not come to individuals directly; rather, it 

is processed through narration. In the recollection of experiences and events 

individuals do not simply recall the events and experiences for the intention of 

accuracy, but with a goal in mind to organise memory into functional narratives (Forest, 

2009:80). Cunliffe and Coupland (2011:63) theorise that it is this “embodied narrative 

sense-making” process that allows individuals to make sense of their life and of the 

experiences that are encountered.  

Weiglhofer (2015:265) suggests that story itself “authors” the self, while the self in turn 

“authors” the story. In other words, narrative gives, to some degree, meaning to events 

and creates categories for interpreting the events (Churchill & Churchill, 1982) and 

allows the individual to create a coherent story through which they can understand 

how they fit into the grander narrative (Cunliffe & Coupland, 2011:66). Furthermore, it 

is through this narrative process that the individual can establish a continuity of self 

(Weiglhofer, 2015:268). Storytelling can, therefore, help the individual maintain 

stability in their view of themselves and their view of the world around them (Pasupathi 

& Rich, 2005:1052).  

The following section provides a more detailed discussion of how storytelling can aid 

in the understanding of self and maintenance of a coherent self.  

 

3.5. THEORY OF THE SELF 

Following from the previous section, storytelling is used to create meaning in our lives 

(Churchill & Churchill, 1982). Through the narrative sense-making process, individuals 

can create a temporal sequence of selves that gives some continuity to the self 

(Weiglhofer, 2015:268) and place it in a societal context (Pasupathi & Rich, 

2005:1052). Because of this inherent human function of storytelling, theory of the self 
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has been explored in greater detail in this chapter. In understanding theories of the 

self, an understanding of why people tell stories can be established.  

In simple terms, the self refers to the person that one is in relation to others (Hogg & 

Vaughan, 2014:119). In other words, you are yourself because you are not the other. 

It is, therefore, understood in psychology that the self is a fundamental and social 

mechanism that is used to differentiate ourselves from others (Hogg & Vaughan, 

2014:118, 119). To understand what is meant by the concept of the self, it is useful to 

explore the literature pertaining to theory of the self with psychoanalytical theory.  

This section first provides an overview of the history of theory of the self primarily 

organised by and sourced from Rosenberg’s (1989) historical overview and then 

provides the more contemporary and modern understanding of the self. Rosenberg’s 

overview (1989) was selected because of its broad perspective, encompassing the 

transitions of the theory of the self from a philosophical perspective, from a behavioural 

psychological perspective, from a sociological perspective and from a social 

psychological perspective.  

Important in this discussion is the role self-stories play in the individual’s understanding 

of their experience of life, and more specifically, how the self is linked to situational 

memory recall of life experiences and memory organisation of life experiences. 

Memories in relation to the self are known as autobiographical memories. Using a 

symbolic interactionism lens, these autobiographical memories are used symbolically 

to represent the self in addition to other self-symbols. Lastly, this section closes on the 

evolutionary theory of the self. 

 

3.5.1. The development of the psychoanalytical theory of self 

The concept of the self has evolved historically through three broad fields: psychology, 

sociology and psychoanalysis (Rosenberg, 1989:34). One can trace the idea of the 

self and the self-concept back to the teaching and philosophy of Aristotle. More 

relevant, however, is the consideration and attention taken to the consciousness of 
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the self by James (1890:291), to which he conceptualised the self as a selection of 

identities (Suls & Marco, 1990).  

From James’s seminal work (1890), psychological discourse seems to largely ignore 

the subject of the self for the first half of the twentieth century (Rosenberg, 1989:35). 

This was largely due to a behaviourist paradigm put forth by John Watson in 1916, 

whereby the idea of the self-concept and any other interpretivist phenomena was 

considered to underpin the positivist nature of psychology as a science (Rosenberg, 

1989:36). For this reason, theory of the self was relegated to a philosophical discourse. 

It was not until the phenomenological system of psychology was stressed by Snygg 

(1941:406), who suggested that psychologists should take an internal frame of 

reference to psychology in order to be more concerned with mental activity as addition 

to behaviour (Rosenberg, 1989). There was therefore an effort to develop empirical 

studies pertaining specifically to the underlying condition of the mind in a positivist and 

realist paradigm.  

The first objective of this discussion is to explore how theory of the self evolved from 

a behavioural phenomenon to a psychoanalytical one. The discussion begins with the 

intersection between the self and society explored in sociology. 

 

3.5.1.1. The looking-glass self 

The self-concept can be described as the product of social interaction, as the self and 

society going hand in hand (Rosenberg, 1989:37) This concept was first put forth by 

Cooley (1902:168) with the metaphor “the looking-glass self”. Shaffer (2005:53, 54) 

describes three components of the looking-glass self metaphor in the field of 

sociology. Initially, individuals create mental images of how they perceive to appear to 

others in social interactions; then they react to the perceived judgement of others; then 

they develop the sense of the self.  

The self, according to Cooley (1902:168), refers to the use of pronouns in the “first 

person singular”. In agreement with Cooley (1902), Mead distinguishes between the 

“I” and the “me”. The “I” refers to the self as a subject while the “me” refers to the self 
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as an object (Mead, 1934:173). The sense of “I” has been understood in more recent 

times in terms of symbolic interactionism (Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:116), which is 

discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. The sense of “I” is important in the 

context of narrative sense-making, as life experiences in the individual’s narrative are 

organised in relation to the semanticised sense of self. 

Mead (1934:173,176) posed the question of how one can simultaneously be the “I” 

and the “me” to which he answered: “the ‘I’ [really] appears experientially as a part of 

a ‘me’”. To unpack this answer, Mead (1934) referred to the “I” and the “me” as two 

phases of consciousness that occur separately from each other and are therefore 

distinguishable. In agreement with Watson with regard to taking a behavioural 

perspective, Mead (1934) described expressions of “I” and “me” as opposed to 

perceptions of “I” and “me” (Shaffer, 2005:52, 53). This means that, in the now 

understood symbolic interactionist perspective, the understanding of the self occurs in 

relation to the other; not independently. 

Furthermore, the field of sociology treated social phenomena as existing outside 

individual consciousness, thus as social behaviour (Rosenberg, 1989:38). Therefore, 

similar to the psychology field, Sociology was confined to an external frame of 

reference. Great theorists like Mead and Cooley therefore did not explore the 

subconscious substructure of the individual’s sense of self (Rosenberg, 1989:38); 

rather, they explored the self as a function of society.  

The discourse surrounding the self needed theorists that were able to change the way 

we look at psychology and the mind itself to break this behavioural paradigm. There 

was, therefore, a need for a new ontological frame to which theory of the self could be 

built outside the behaviourist frame. 

 

3.5.1.2. The self in psychoanalytical theory 

Psychoanalytic theory seeks to understand the underlying layers of the human mind 

(Rosenberg, 1989:39), therefore the subconscious mind, thus differing from the 

sociological perspective held by Mead and Cooley. Psychoanalytical theory was the 
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paradigm shift that psychology discourse needed to begin to explore the underlying 

nature of human consciousness; more specifically in this case, the subconscious 

nature of self-perception (Rosenberg, 1989:39). The theory affirms that the mind is a 

function of evolutionary development used for adaption to the environment and 

survival (Perlman & Brandell, 2010:45). Our subconscious is therefore an instinctive 

survival mechanism.  

Psychoanalytic theory involves the theoretical process of uncovering this survival 

mechanism. In this section, a discussion ensues pertaining to the psychoanalytical 

theory of the self. To begin the discussion, a historical context of discourse elaborates 

on the origins of the psychoanalytical approach, leading to where it is today. Insights 

from contemporary psychoanalytical theory are provided in order to establish the 

modern-day nuances of the theory.  

 

3.5.1.2.1. Historical overview of the self in psychoanalytical theory 

The founding fathers of psychoanalytic theory, Sigmund Freud and Josef Breuer, dealt 

mainly with the subconscious as well as adolescent development (Rosenberg, 

1989:39), without addressing the concept of the self itself. Freud’s legacy lived on in 

the decades to come and his teaching greatly affected the scholars and academic 

community that followed, most notably for his thinking about the subconscious.  

Freud was mostly interested in the concept of the ego as well as the nature and 

working of anxiety (Sletvold, 2013:1022; Rosenberg, 1989:40). In Freud’s 

interpretation of defence mechanisms, he implied that the mechanisms are present to 

protect the ego and fend off anxiety (Miceli & Castelfranchi, 2005:291; Rosenberg, 

1989:40). It was not till much later that academic psychoanalysis proposed that these 

defence mechanisms serve to protect the self (Rosenberg, 1989:40). More 

specifically, Hilgard (1949) suggested that the defence mechanisms could not be 

understood in terms of theory without a concept of the self.  

Allport, on the other hand, provided a working definition of the self in a description of, 

what he called, the “evolving sense of self” (Allport, 1937 [1961]:110). For Allport (1937 
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[1961]) the self was not “continuing”, but rather “evolving”. By evolving he meant the 

perception of the self changes as an individual grows through adolescence and into 

adulthood. Furthermore, the perception of the self changes according to the 

successive stages of consciousness the individual undergoes (Allport, 1937 

[1961]:115). As an example, Allport (1937 [1961]:115) described the introduction of 

language as the new nature of consciousness for an infant. Allport’s discussion of the 

self paved much of the ground for future psychology theorists to discuss the self in a 

psychoanalytical framework. However, the discussion remained firmly based in the 

presumption that the self was synonymous to the ego as per Freudian thought. 

Carl Rogers’ theory of the self (1951) was needed to shift past the Freudian 

understanding of the self (Rosenberg, 1989:41). This shift was significant as it allowed 

for the consideration of goals outside inherent desire. By viewing the content of an 

individual’s thoughts directly instead of attempting to delve into its underlying meaning 

the self-concept gained some validity (Rosenberg, 1989:41).  

Neo-Freudians like Fromm (1947), Horney (1950) and most notably Rogers (1951), 

took greater consideration for the theory of self-concept (Rosenberg, 1989:41, 42). 

Horney (1950), for instance, placed the self-concept at the centre of her 

psychoanalytic theory whereby individuals create an imagined self-image to deal with 

the pain of anxiety (Rosenberg, 1989:39). Although this thinking is now considered 

ground-breaking, it was not until the works of Erikson (1968) and Kohut (1977) that 

psychoanalytic thought fully recognised the self-concept as a central component of the 

personality system (Rosenberg, 1989:42). Emergent in this period of psychological 

inquiry was the interest growing in the field of group psychology, and more specifically, 

how individuals valued membership to the group in comparison to how individuals 

valued group cohesion. 

The seminal work of Back (1951:23) demonstrated that individuals do not enter group 

activity for the purpose of cohesion for the group; rather, individuals enter group 

activity for the intention of membership of the group. In this case, group cohesion refers 

to the pursuit of the goals to which the group aspires, while membership simply refers 

to the inclusion of the individual into the group. 
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The emergent experimental social psychology of the time found interest in the 

individual’s efforts and desire for membership of the social group. However, it was the 

argument of Gergen (1973) that social psychology should adopt a more historical 

approach. More specifically, Gergen (1973:317) suggested that the experience of the 

individual through their life has influence on the formation of personality and self-

description. Clinical psychologists should therefore take into consideration the life-

story of the individual when assessing said individual’s self-descriptions. 

It can be argued that personality and the description of the self in a group is a 

fundamental product of the evolutionary requirement for social living, membership and 

cohesion (Brewer, 2004:108). In other words, individuals have developed the 

mechanisms of inclusion to the group because of the evolutionary benefit of social 

cohesion. Furthermore, individuals have a deep instinctive desire for social 

connectiveness as demonstrated in the effect that social connectiveness has on 

reducing social anxiety and improving self-esteem (Lee & Robbins, 1998:338).  

 

3.5.2. Contemporary theory of the self 

The introduction of social psychology has changed the conceptualisation and theory 

around the self. While the field of psychology was typically viewed as the science of 

human behaviour, social psychology deals with human interaction (Gergen, 

1973:309). For Gergen (1985:271), a social constructivist orientation is necessary for 

“the character of psychological inquiry” in a social environment. Furthermore, Gergen 

(1984:85) asserts that, perhaps, social life does not occur as a result of psychological 

process; rather, psychological principles occur as a result of the “negotiation and 

conflict” between individuals in a social setting. Gergen therefore takes a symbolic 

interactionist perspective.  

Therefore, from the emergent social constructivist perspective of modern-day social 

psychology, the principle psychological process of the perception of the self occurs as 

a result of social interaction (Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:116). Perception of the self can 

therefore be understood in terms of the social interactions an individual’s face. In other 

words, the self can be placed in the social and time dimensions, that is, in terms of 
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social interactions that are experienced through time. The understanding of these 

social interactions through time manifests itself into narrative. 

The social self used for social interaction can be considered as malleable for different 

social situations (Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:125). The self is therefore dynamic and may 

take on different shapes depending on a number of factors, including, the individual’s 

hopes, fears and the particular role the individual wishes to assume (Aaker, 1999). 

Most fundamental to the malleable self notion is its responsiveness to the individual’s 

immediate social surroundings (DeSteno & Salovey, 1997:390).  

Because of this malleability of the social self, individuals must arrange multiple 

versions of the self into a coherent self that is consistent (Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:125). 

Greenwald (1980:604) suggests that retrieval of memory of the self is easier and more 

accessible when the individual places the different versions of the self in reference to 

both place and time, by making each version specific to a situation.  

Individuals make sense of their self through the recall of previous selves in reference 

to specific situations or episodes (Pasupathi et al., 2007:86; Kehily, 1995). The 

memory of the self, therefore, occurs through episodic memory, whereby the 

perception of the self is recalled in relation to the situational context that is 

remembered (Fossati, Hevenor, Lepage, Graham, Crady & Keightley et al., 

2004:1602). Because of the natural arrow of time, synonymous with the notion of 

narrative, individuals that engage with this situational self-construction are able to 

develop a coherent self through time (Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:127).  

 

3.5.2.1. Multiple selves 

Social interaction is complex and dynamic. It is therefore understandable and intuitive 

that individuals cannot behave in the same fashion for all social interactions throughout 

their life. Emergent in social psychology is the concept that there are multiple selves 

(Hogg and Vaughan, 2014:125) observed in different social interactions. The concept 

of multiple selves does not postulate that there are a number of different personalities; 
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merely that individuals have a diversity of fairly similar selves that are useful in different 

situations (Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:116).  

The self, according to social psychology, is therefore malleable for different social 

situations (Hogg and Vaughan, 2014:125) and associated with specific social roles 

(Roberts & Donahue, 1994:201). Furthermore, understanding one’s roles and putting 

them in balance allows for a more organised and healthy self-perception (Marks & 

MacDermid, 1996:421). A need for an individual therefore exists to understand their 

self as coherent, balanced and is consistent through time. Through this process of 

achieving cohesion, an individual is able to develop a healthy and stable sense of self 

(Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:127).  

Since self-perception refers to the collection of self-descriptive statements made by 

an individual (Bem, 1967:184), it can be stated that self-perception occurs through the 

collective recall of past self-descriptions. It is the argument of this chapter that the 

individual places the catalogue of self-descriptions in a cohesive narrative which 

allows them to develop an understanding of their self that is consistent through time.  

The following section discusses the individual’s sense-making process through self-

narrative. 

 

3.5.2.2. The narrative sense-making process 

Greenwald (1980:604) suggested that information that is in relation to the self is more 

accessible if the individual places it in reference to their self with a temporal dimension. 

In other words, the individual can access self-information more easily if it is placed in 

a narrative. 

In the previous section it has been discussed that, by placing self-descriptions in a 

general narrative, the individual may make better sense of their multiple self-

descriptions. To understand the process that the individual undergoes to develop this 

narrative, a discussion of how the individual organises past self-descriptions is 

relevant. 
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The recall of past events in the individual’s self-narrative is used to imagine self-

descriptions that occur outside the individual’s immediate and current environment 

(Sajonz, Kahnt, Margulies, Park, Wittmann & Stoy, 2010:11). In other words, the recall 

of past self-descriptions is made in reference to past experiences which are organised 

in a self-narrative. By engaging in this process individuals are able to develop a 

coherent self (Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:127). Self-coherence refers to the memory of 

past selves and episodic memory (Conway et al., 2004:511). More specifically, 

Conway et al. (2004:500) refer to the memory of past selves and episodic memory as 

organised as schema.  

 

3.5.2.2.1. Memory schema 

Schema is defined as “organised collections of information that are stored in long-term 

memory, are quickly accessible and are flexible on their use and application” 

(Neuschatz, Lampinen, Preston, Hawkins & Toglia, 2002:687). Schema theories 

suggest that perception of the self as well as memories in relation to the self, involves 

the interaction between new episodic information with information already existing in 

the schema (Brewer & Treyens, 1981:209).  

It can therefore be stated that collections of episodic information are stored in long-

term memory in the form of memory schema (Conway et al., 2004; Neuschatz et al., 

2002; Mills, 1983; Brewer & Treyens, 1981). Following this argument, episodic 

memory and its subsequent arrangement into memory schema structures allows for 

the production of long-term planning, as long-term goals can be developed. Long-term 

planning allows the individual to further a positive trajectory in terms of their self-

narrative. The observation of long-term planning present in humans and some 

animals, such as birds or dogs, gives validation for the evolutionary hypothesis of the 

self and episodic memory (Conway, 2005:623). Individuals can benefit from long-term 

planning in an evolutionary sense by means of a judgement of positive and negative 

behaviour (Klein, Robertson & Delton, 2010:13).  
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3.5.2.2.2. Maintaining a coherent sense of self 

Individuals maintain a sense of coherent self-concept over time through expected 

positive trajectory of self-development in the future (Molouki & Bartels, 2017:2). That 

is, individuals have a motivation to continue to make positive, purposeful and proactive 

changes to their future self in relation to their present or past selves (Klein, Robertson 

& Delton, 2010:13). It can therefore be said that individuals have a desire and a 

motivation to achieve a self-concept that they perceive as positive. This argument is 

consistent with theories of self-actualisation (see: McLeod, 2007). Following on from 

the individual’s desire for self-actualisation, it can be deduced that the individual may 

hold bias for future self-descriptions that are positive as opposed to negative, based 

on their own criteria. 

An individual’s present self-descriptions can be considered to be affected by their 

recall and examination of their past selves (Bay, 2018:4). Self-narration can be used 

as a tool to explore how past versions of the self shape and construct a person’s 

identity in the present (Kehily, 2010). In this thesis it is understood that storytelling 

allows the individual to self-narrate by giving prominence to situations that the 

individual wishes to include in their understanding of their self.  

 

3.5.2.2.3. Defending the self 

Sigmund Freud argued that the ego protects itself from anxiety with the use of defence 

mechanisms, whereby he describes anxiety as the conflict between what the individual 

believes they are viewed as by society and what they would like to be viewed as by 

society (Sletvold, 2013:1022). A similarity may be drawn with Wilson and Ross’s 

suggestion (2003:145) that individuals feel closer to their old selves if they view the 

past experiences as favourable, as opposed to undesired. Individuals may therefore 

attach more weight to self-descriptions that they view as more favourable.  

Through the defence of the favourable self the individual distances themselves from 

negative self-descriptions during their narrative sense-making process (Wilson & 
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Ross, 2003:145). Furthermore, the recollection of immoral actions by past selves is 

generally regarded as dissimilar from the current self (Stanley et al., 2018:9). 

Individuals can therefore distance themselves from past selves that have engaged in 

immoral actions.  

The process of attaching perceived positive actions or positive social symbols closer 

to the self may be an attempt to bring the real self-closer to the aspirational self in an 

individual’s self-actualisation attempt (McDaniel, Daugherty, Rycek, Jeter & Eason, 

2010:82, 83). Creating one’s own story allows for the removal of certain situations or 

the re-framing of the perspective of the situations. 

 

3.5.2.2.3. a. Distancing one’s self from negative versions 

Less favourable self-description is therefore made more distant from the self-

perception, while more favourable self-descriptions are made closer to the self-

perception (D’Argembeau & Van der Linden, 2008:540). Furthermore, remembered 

immoral transgressions are altered and the negative self-image associated with the 

immoral action is mitigated and distanced (Kross & Ayduck, 2011). Therefore, 

individuals can reconstruct episodes in memory to protect their self-image or to 

enhance a positive self-image (Stanley, Henne, Iyengar, Sinnott-Armstrong & De 

Brigard, 2017).  

D’Argembeau and Van der Linden (2008:543) argue that individuals have a bias for 

remembering pride episodes with greater detail as opposed to shame episodes. 

Furthermore, individuals with greater self-esteem exhibit a larger bias for the recall of 

so-called pride episodes than individuals with a low self-esteem. A variation between 

the tendencies to priorities pride episodes can be due to a number of factors, including 

personality and environment. Wilson and Ross (2001:583) suggest that the reflection 

and criticism of past selves is dependent on the culture and upbringing of the 

individual.  

In an individual’s self-construction process, multiple selves are assigned to the various 

situations. The individual shows a bias in dissociating of themselves from the selves 
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that they view as immoral or not socially acceptable (Stanley et al., 2018:9; Wilson & 

Ross, 2003:145). Furthermore, there may be a certain cognitive dissonance in this 

process where the individual knows that immoral or socially incorrect actions are 

indeed committed by the individual but are not assimilated into their perceived self 

(D’Argembeau & Van der Linden, 2008). In other words, individuals may view these 

immoral actions as actions committed by a version of themselves that is not part of 

their perceived self.  

The phenomenon of excluding undesired actions from the self-concept is commonly 

known as “self-distancing” (Kross & Ayduck, 2011:187) or “the Solomon paradox” 

(Grossmann & Kross, 2014:1). This self-distancing has some advantages for 

psychological health. For example, individuals may reconstruct their life story to reflect 

the way they wish to be perceived and close the gap between the real self and the 

aspirational self. 

Grossmann and Kross (2014:2) hypothesise that the reference to the self from the 

point of view of the other may give individuals a tool they can use to reason with self-

actions and situations with greater accuracy. Greater accuracy occurs through the 

removal of some social-cognitive biases. In other words, individuals can place these 

events and actions outside of their own story. It may, therefore, be healthy for 

individuals to distance their self from actions and social interactions that are clouded 

in bias.  

 

3.5.3. Autobiographical memory 

Memory in relation to the self is often referred to as autobiographical memory (see, 

Fivush, Habermas, Waters & Zaman, 2011; Addis and Tippett, 2004; Nelson, 1993). 

This autobiographical memory starts to develop in toddlers around the age of four and 

is proceeded by the formation of a life-narrative through adolescence (Fivush et al., 

2011:328), which emerges congruently with the cognitive self in adolescents (Howe & 

Courage, 1997:517). In other words, autobiographical memory develops in 

adolescents alongside the development of a cognitive understanding of their social 

environment. 
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Autobiographical memory emerges as a psychological function during childhood when 

social conditions are apparent and the individual has developed sufficient linguistic 

competence (Nelson, 1993:13). In essence, therefore, autobiographical memory 

emerges when the adolescent is required to engage socially with their environment. It 

may be at this stage that the adolescent begins forming a life-narrative in linguistic 

terms to understand the multiplicity of selves used for social interactions.  

 

3.5.3.1. Autobiographical memory and the formation of the life-narrative 

The formation of the life-narrative can be viewed at the figurative construction of a 

personal diary or reminiscing in the mind (Pennebaker & Seagal, 1999:1249). People 

tend to adopt a third-person perspective on their autobiographical account of the life 

and past selves (Libby & Eibach, 2002:187). A third-person perspective indicates that 

individuals remove themselves from past selves and relegate these past selves to the 

past versions of themselves that are situation-specific. Autobiographical memory can 

therefore be understood as the collection of episodic memories that are organised in 

a timeline (Fivush et al., 2011:324).  

To formalise, autobiographical memory can be defined as “a system that contains 

experience-near, highly event-specific, sensory-perceptual details of recent 

experiences that lasted for comparatively short periods of time minutes and hours” 

(Conway, 2001:1375). These autobiographical memories consist of self-relevant, 

symbolic and social components (Harley & Reese, 1999:1347). It is important to note 

that autobiographical memory does not refer to self-knowledge; rather, it aids in the 

construction of a coherent report of self-knowledge (Bluck, 2003:117). 

Autobiographical memory therefore exists as situation-specific memory that is specific 

to the self. 

 

3.5.3.2. Autobiographical memory for memory of the self 

There has been strong evidence in support of autobiographical memory, which refers 

to memory in relation to the self (Conway & Rubin, 1993:125). For example, Addis and 
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Tippett (2004:72) find, through their study of Alzheimer’s patients, that a correlation 

exists between autobiographical memory and identity. Furthermore, the authors have 

found that patients who have Alzheimer’s disease may alter their underlying core 

sense of continuity of self and identity. An understanding of the mechanism of self-

memory, known as autobiographical memory, can offer insights to how narrative 

formation can aid in the individual’s sense-making process. 

Autobiographical memories allow for a sense of continuity and coherence regarding 

the perception of the self-concept (Fivush, 2011) by placing episodic memories of the 

self in narrative format in a life frame or a life story (Fivush et al., 2011:323). The 

fundamental property of autobiographical memory is that it is stored memories that are 

“temporally dated” (Greenberg & Rubin, 2003:687); in essence in a narrative structure. 

Autobiographical memory can therefore describe the narrative structure of sense-

making. To understand how autobiographical memory allows for narrative sense-

making by the individual a brief discussion is undertaken with regards to the nature of 

autobiographical memory.  

 

3.5.3.2.1. The nature of autobiographical memory 

Autobiographical memory recall involves both an information search for memory that 

is organised around the self as well as the recall of event-specific memory (Fink, 

Markowitsch, Reinkemeier, Bruckbauer, Kessler & Heiss, 1996:4276). More 

specifically, autobiographical memory involves both a memory search involving 

prefrontal context regions of the brain associated with cognitive thought as well as 

memory recall involving the activation of the hippocampus gland and the retrosplenial 

cortex associated with unconscious memory retrieval (Cabeza & St Jacques, 

2007:225). The left region of the hippocampus is involved in the recall of 

autobiographical event memories (Maguire, 2001:1450).  

It is important to note that self-knowledge or understanding of the self-concept is not 

autobiographical memories; rather, autobiographical memories place the self in 

situational context (Nelson & Fivush, 2004:488). The individual therefore first engages 
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in an information search to recall relevant memory that is related to the self; then the 

individual can organise recalled memories, which have situational context, into a 

coherent narrative. 

 

3.5.3.2.2. The function of autobiographical memories for memory of the self 

Fink et al. (1996:4278) find that autobiographical memory has strong activations on 

both the right and the left hemispheres of the brain, including the hippocampus and 

amygdala. This meaning, that autobiographical memories are activated emotionally 

and retrieved from memory. The findings of Cabeza and St Jacques (2007) regarding 

the activation of the hippocampus gland in autobiographical memory retrieval 

alongside Nelson and Fivush’s notion (2004) of the of autobiographical memory placed 

in situation context contradict Fink et al.’s finding (1996) that autobiographical memory 

occurs in both hemispheres of the brain. However, these understandings presented 

may synthesise if it is considered that the search for information pertaining to the self, 

in which the individual engages, comes as a result of a felt emotion.  

There may be an emotional motivation for engaging in information search for self-

relevant autobiographical memories. Therefore, there exists an emotional desire to 

retrieve information from memories pertaining to the self. Furthermore, individuals 

organise autobiographical memories hierarchically into schema structures which are 

recalled more rapidly the closer the memory is to the category exemplar (Conway & 

Bekerian, 1987:129). For example, autobiographical memories perceived as closer to 

“courage” are organised higher on the hierarchy. In other words, autobiographical 

memories that have greater prominence or salience to the self can be recalled more 

rapidly. To describe this hierarchical nature of autobiographical memory, Levine, 

Svoboda, Hay, Winocur and Moscovitch (2002:678) suggest that perceptual episodic 

memories are linked to higher self-knowledge structures. The recollection of these 

autobiographical memories influences the experience of the self with the images and 

emotions experienced by the individual at the moment of recall (Conway, 2001:1377). 

Furthermore, when individuals try to remember moments when they experienced 
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certain emotions, the memory requires specifying the event that brought about that 

emotion (Robinson, 1976:592). 

 

3.5.3.2.3. Event-specific episodic memory and emotional semantic memory 

Event-specific episodic memory and emotionally activated semantic memory can be 

differentiated, whereby the former is not emotionally connected (Svoboda, McKinnon 

& Levine, 2006:2200). Episodic memory is understood as memories of highly sensory 

knowledge of recently experienced events (Conway, 2001:1381), while semantic 

memory refers to conceptual and abstracted knowledge of the world (Binder & Desai, 

2011:527). An example of episodic memory can be the experience of a person’s 

wedding, for the memory of an individual’s wedding would include the ceremony, the 

reception, the wedding photos and so on. Semantic memory, on the other hand, 

involves language. Therefore, the semantic memory about the individual’s wedding 

will include what the wedding meant to the individual as well as the remembered 

symbolism.  

Both episodic autobiographical memory, as well as semanticised autobiographical 

memory, is necessary for the temporal understanding of the self (Prebble, Addis & 

Tippett, 2013:833). Both forms of memory are necessary, as the self-concept is itself 

an abstraction which is placed in a specific context.  

The emotional motivation involved in the information search for a particular memory is 

influenced by the emotional content of the experience and the emotion experienced 

during recall when information is retrieved (Holland & Kensinger, 2010:103).  

Furthermore, emotionally motivated information searches can occur at different 

specificity. In the autobiographical memory literature, three broad levels of memory 

specificity have been identified: lifetime periods, general events and event-specific 

knowledge (Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000:262). These three time periods of 

specificity therefore allow for the individual to organise their self-narrative at different 

specificity. 
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Additionally, Conway et al. (2004:504) differentiate between ‘adaptive 

correspondence’, which refers to goal-driven short-term memory and ‘self-coherence’, 

which refers to long-term extracted memory related to the self. According to Conway 

et al. (2004:493), self-narratives can therefore be organised at two levels of specificity: 

long-term and short-term specificity.  

Goal-driven short-term and long-term memory represent what Conway and Rubin 

(1993:129) refer to as micro-autobiographical memory. In essence, autobiographical 

memory can either be short-term or long-term and differ in the level of specificity, 

depending on the emotions attached to the events and the emotions experienced 

during the moment of information searching.  

 

3.5.4. The symbolic self 

Along with event-specific memory, the individual has a semanticised representation of 

their self (Haslam, Jetten, Haslam, Pugliese & Tonks, 2011). The symbolic self in this 

thesis refers to the semanticised self-knowledge. In simple terms, semanticised self-

knowledge refers to knowledge of one’s self that manifests itself in linguistic terms. 

 

3.5.4.1. The function of the symbolic self 

There are three aspects to the symbolic self: its representation, its executive functions 

and its reflective potential (Sedikides & Skowronski, 2000:92). Representation refers 

to the abstracted representation of one’s personality and character traits. Executive 

functions refer to the symbolic self’s use in goal-directed behaviours. Lastly, by 

reflective potential the authors refer to the individual’s conscious inward judgement 

and impression. The symbolic self can therefore allow for the representation of one’s 

personality, the development of goals and self-reflection. Furthermore, the 

consumption of products, playing out activities, holding onto beliefs and philosophies 

and the stories that we tell and with which we identify are consumed to symbolically 

reflect our self, represent our self and organise goal-driven behaviours 

(Wattanasuwan, 2005:180).  
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The adult human has a unique capacity to engage in the “abstract cognitive 

representation of itself through language” (Sedikides and Skowronski, 1997:83). 

Individuals are therefore able to communicate their abstracted symbolic self to other 

people in an effort to establish social relationships using such language (Hogg & 

Vaughan, 2014:116). Additionally, individuals seek to validate their own identity 

through symbolic exchanges with the other in different social environments (Stryker, 

2008:23; Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997:93).  

The understanding of the self in relation to the other is one of the central tenants in 

the theory of symbolic interactionism (Denzin, 2004:82). Individuals set social goals 

that are motivated by the future symbolic self. Further, individuals can use the symbolic 

self to perform goal-orientated behaviours and evaluate the outcome of such 

behaviours (Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997:83). Individuals are then able to link those 

behavioural outcomes to their understanding of their symbolic self (Sedikides & 

Skowronski, 1997:83). Finally, individuals defend the symbolic self from events that 

may be threatening or damaging (Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997:83).  

In summation, there are a multitude of practical uses of the symbolic self in both social 

interaction and in goal-driven behaviour. This section discusses the symbolic self in 

terms of the symbolic interactionism theory whereby the symbolic self assists the 

individual in maintaining and coordinating social interaction. Following on from this 

theory, evolutionary justification is provided in an effort to understand why individuals 

use abstracted linguistic methods to self-define. 

 

3.5.4.2. The organisation of symbolic self memory 

Sensuous memories of the past and anticipations of the future are symbolically 

organised and manipulated from a self-reference to provide a coherent self-concept 

(Ezzy, 1998:246). Sedikides & Skowronsi (2003:596) argue that the symbolic self 

evolved as means to make critical self-judgement and gauge plausibility of outcomes 

in long-term planning.  

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



89 

 

For the purpose of this thesis, the symbolic self is considered as the abstracted set of 

self-definitions that form the individual’s idea about who they are. Furthermore, for this 

thesis these definitions are represented via symbolism. 

Symbolism can refer to artefacts that are either tangible or intangible. For example, 

individuals may view their personal belongings as extensions of their self 

(Ledgerwood, Liviatan & Carnevale, 2007:873). Personal belongings act symbolically 

as part of the collective symbolic self. The purpose of the symbolic self in symbolic 

interactionism theory is to facilitate the engagement in self-reflection, to determine 

goal- driven behaviour, and to represent one’s own personality (Sedikides & 

Skowronsi, 2000:92).  

 

3.5.4.3. Symbolic interactionism 

Symbolic interactionism is a theory that considers the process of interpretation 

whereby meaning is given to objects by individuals expressed in language or 

symbolism (Aksan et al., 2009; Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:116). The basic assumptions 

of symbolic interactionism stress the importance and centrality of the subject in the 

understanding of social reality (Flick, Von Kardorff & Steinke, 2004:66). Therefore, the 

symbolic self is the representation of the self, involving self-goals and self-reflection.  

Symbolic interactionism theory is believed to have originated from the American 

pragmatist George Mead in his work on the self and society (Carter & Fuller, 2015:2; 

Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:116). The theory suggests that individuals with agency interact 

with others with actions that are meaningful to the individual’s sense of self (Denzin, 

2004:83). Furthermore, this meaning is articulated with language. 

Because language is considered to result from the need of social cohesion (Barkley 

2001:16), the semanticised self therefore is organised in terms of social cohesion. 

Symbolic interactionists insist that certain role-taking emotions such as guilt, 

embarrassment, shame, and empathy require the social self, as these emotions are 

considered in reference to the self (Fields, Copp & Kleinman, 2006:158).  
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In the symbolic interactionism framework, meaning is created by the individual in the 

process of interacting, interpreting, and communicating symbolically (Maines, 

1977:241) with the other or the perceived other. The individual can therefore configure 

a symbolic narrative structure from which live events can be referenced (Ezzy, 

1998:241). From an evolutionary perspective, the creation of a symbolic narrative 

structure can help human beings navigate their complex social environment (Machluf, 

Liddle & Bjorklund, 2014). 

 

3.5.5. The evolutionary theory of the self 

Evolutionary theory suggests that human traits come about as a direct result of 

environmental restrictions to the organisms’ ability to reproduce (Sedikides and 

Skowronski, 1997:80). According to the evolutionary perspective and evolutionary 

psychology, mental processes that drive behaviour in all organisms emerge as a result 

of natural selection. For example, choice behaviours in all animals are driven by innate 

motivations as well as positive and negative reinforcements (Heinrich, 2013:743). 

Therefore, Heinrich (2013) suggests that there are both innate motivations that drive 

choice behaviour as well as adaption to environmental factors.  

 

3.5.5.1. The extended human adolescent period 

It has been hypothesised that human beings have such an extended adolescent period 

due to the significant degree of adaption that human children need to make in order to 

navigate the complexity of the human social realm (Machluf et al., 2014). In other 

words, it takes a long time to learn and adapt to human society.  

Growing up learning how to adapt can create strong emotional attachments to their 

societal system because of the extensive commitment required to manage the social 

environment (Jost, Sapolsky & Nam, 2018:9, 10). Jost et al. (2018:10) suggest that 

people are motivated to defend their social system they inherit from their ancestors, 

one that they are familiar with and one that they have spent energy learning to adapt 

to. One such adaption is the use of language and symbolism. 
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3.5.5.2. The evolution of language and symbolism 

Redhead and Dunbar (2013) suggest that language may have evolved for the purpose 

of facilitating the conformity of individuals in an established society. Furthermore, the 

authors suggest that social contracts are constructed to allow the smooth running of 

society, as it provides the correct labels to signify that an individual is conforming to 

societal norms, such as ‘marriage’.  

Language is one of the clear major factors that separate humans from other animals 

(Brosnan, Beran, Parrish, Price & Wilson, 2013:617). Although other animals such as 

dolphins and whales do engage in complex language, none are as complex as human 

language. In additional to spoken language, humans use a repetition of symbols, such 

as weddings rings, religious symbols, flags, song, and folklore to express involvement 

in the social contract (Dunbar, 1993:699).  

Symbols and signs may have emerged as an evolutionary adaption developed through 

communities and societies to aid in the cooperation and cohesion to the social 

environment. For example, Dautenhahn (2002:104) suggests that language itself 

emerged to better facilitate storytelling, which is useful in constructing and maintaining 

social bonds. These social bonds may encourage cohesion and cooperation through 

the empathetic responses that they generate. Empathetic responses result in altruistic 

behaviours which benefit the individual through the perceived probability of reciprocal 

actions (De Waal, 2007).  

The following section discusses both the importance of empathy for social cohesion 

as well as the ability of storytelling to elicit it. 

 

3.6. EMPATHY THROUGH PERCEIVED SIMILARITY TO THE SELF 

Emergent in the storytelling literature is the notion that storytelling elicits empathy. 

Because social psychology involves the interaction between the individual and society, 

social signals become psychological and behavioural signals (e.g., Perrett, Harries, 

Mistlin, Hietanen, Benson & Bevan, 1990:51).  
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The level of empathy experienced by an individual through psychological and 

behavioural signals is context dependent (Duan, 2000:45), that is, depending on the 

social context. There are, therefore, various situational and cultural factors that must 

be considered in discussions regarding empathy (Duan & Hill, 1996:270).  

Houston (1990:859) found that individuals experience heightened empathy for those 

they perceive to undergo situational distress the individuals associate with similar 

distress they have experienced themselves. The concept of empathy, with reference 

to similarity, should be viewed from an interpersonal frame of reference (Brothers, 

1989:12), because empathy can only be experienced between the self and the other. 

In essence, empathy is a social mechanism that can be used in social situations of 

distress as a means to garner support from the other. 

 

3.6.1. Perceived similarity to the self 

A vital part of the empathetic process is the perceived similarity of the other to the self 

(Brown, Bradley & Lang, 2006:8). Individuals can more easily recognise the emotional 

triggers necessary if they are able to recognise in others what they have experienced 

themselves (Halpern, 1955:452). From an evolutionary perspective, social cohesion 

with others who share perceived similarity with one’s self may result in increased 

likelihood of survival and further, reproduction (Ellis, 1992:268). As such, individuals 

respond with a “more exaggerated affective response” during interpersonal 

interactions with people in their group (Brown et al., 2006:8). Because the perception 

of the similarity of the self with the other and perception of emotion are both cognitive 

processes (Capps, Kasari, Yirmiya & Sigman, 1993:483), empathy can be considered 

to have a cognitive dimension. 

 

3.6.1.1. Cognitive empathy 

It has been argued that the process to which individuals engage in empathy is 

fundamentally a social process that results in a psychological effect, specifically a felt 
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emotion (Shamay-Tsoory, 2011:22). Therefore, the experience of empathy as a 

psychological function is triggered by social interaction (Brothers, 1989:16).  

Charles Darwin suggested that certain facial and bodily expressions in some animal 

species are understood and mirrored by others, implying that this social mechanism 

is inherent and instinctive (Brothers, 1989:13). Furthermore, it can be argued that the 

ability to express and to elicit empathy carries some evolutionary advantage in the 

form of increased social cohesion skill (Tooby & Cosmides, 2005:49). 

In humans it is suggested with neurological research (see, Yamada & Decety, 

2009:74; Leslie, Johnson-Frey & Grafton, 2004:601) that emotional mimicking 

observed in the right hemisphere of the brain, as a result of mirror neuron activity, is 

involved in the process of empathy (Leslie et al., 2004:605). However, empathy likely 

involves both cognitive and affective processes (Lawrence, Shaw, Baker, Patel, 

Sierra-Siegert & Medford, 2007).  

When exposed to facial stimuli the individual can consciously mimic the facial 

expression themselves as well as report to experience the actual emotion itself 

(Andréasson & Dimberg, 2008:215). The cognitive element of empathy and the 

affective element of empathy may not necessarily act independently from each other; 

Shamay-Tsoory (2011:18) suggests that the cognitive process of such emotion may 

interact with the emotional empathetic process. Therefore, the emotional empathy 

observed in the right hemisphere of the brain may, to some degree get informed from 

cognitive empathy. Cognitive empathy may be a more likely avenue to the emotional 

connection with customers for brand storytellers.  

 

3.6.1.1.1. Cognitive empathy and theory of the mind 

A brand does not have a human face that interacts with consumers in a physical form. 

A brand is not able to express human facial expressions that would typically elicit 

emotional empathy. However, if there is some causation between cognitive empathy 

and emotional empathy, brands may elicit cognitive empathy which may result in some 

degree of emotional empathy. To understand the function of cognitive empathy some 
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scholars have used “theory of mind” (e.g., Shamay-Tsoory, 2011:18; Baron-Cohen, 

2000). 

Theory of mind (ToM) refers to an individual’s ability to imagine other’s thoughts and 

feelings (Baron-Cohen, 2000:169). Fundamentally, ToM, as well as self-other 

differentiation and autobiographical memory, is involved in higher-order cognitive 

functions that appear to be associated with cognitive empathy (Shamay-Tsoory, 

2011:21). Storytelling may offer individuals the opportunity to share a little about 

themselves that make them more similar to others in the group, thus aiding in cognitive 

empathy.  

Cognitive empathy is best shown in the transportation effect. Escalas (2004a:41) 

suggests that individuals may collapse the story of the other into their own story and 

subsequently emphasise with the individual telling the story, or the characters in the 

story. On the other hand, Philips (2012:120) suggests that the aesthetic qualities for 

storytelling are relevant for the elicitation of empathy.  

It is suggested in this thesis that successful storytelling results in the experience of the 

transportation effect. If it is understood that the transportation effect involves the 

experience of empathy towards the characters of a story (Escalas, 2004a:41), then 

the techniques used in storytelling to achieve such empathy are important to consider 

in this study.  

The following section considers the possible method that can be used to achieve 

narrative transportation and empathy with story characters.  

 

3.7. TELLING STORIES THAT CONNECT WITH PEOPLE 

Following from the previous section, stories that connect with people are stories that 

elicit empathy through cognitive mental processes. If the experience of narrative 

transportation can result in empathy with the characters of the story or the storyteller 

(Escalas, 2004a:38), then a story that achieves narrative transportation achieves 

empathy and connects with the audience. For Spaulding (2011:76) the job of a 
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storyteller is to co-create the story with the audience in their imagination and to create 

an emotional connection with the audience. 

Essentially this thesis details what makes a story ‘good’. Neile and Novak (2013:131) 

suggest that the range of definitions of successful storytelling is infinite. It is therefore 

important to first outline what success this study considers as successful storytelling. 

To that affect, it is important to note here that the researcher is not making an assertion 

that the definition of successful storytelling used is the only definition of successful 

storytelling.  

This study considers successful storytelling as storytelling that includes the elements 

that, when used together, achieve an emotional connection with its audience through 

narrative transportation. The following chapter unpacks the aforementioned definition 

of successful storytelling. More specifically, Chapter 4 explores the literature pertaining 

to literary theory in terms of how stories can be constructed to achieve an aesthetic 

effect. For Dennis (2007), there are no other artistic endeavours that need and require 

the practice of artistic or literary criticism more than storytelling. 

 

3.8. CONCLUSION 

The relationship between the self and the story was explored in this chapter. The 

individual uses storytelling to reflect on themselves and to understand the struggles of 

others. Therefore, effective storytelling in this context allows the individual to reflect on 

themselves and recognise who they are.  

Using theories of the self, more specifically symbolic interactionism, this chapter was 

able to understand how storytelling can be used by individuals to craft meaning around 

their life and around their experiences. Because individuals exhibit multiple selves that 

are used in different situations (Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:127), there exists a need for 

self-continuity (Molouki & Bartels, 2017:2). The individual engages in a narrative 

sense-making process whereby the self, in reference to multiple situations, can be 

placed in a life narrative (Greenwald, 1980:604).  
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It is theorised that memories of situations, events and experiences are organised in 

reference to the self (Denzin, 2004:82). In reference to symbolic interactionism, 

individuals use storytelling to understand and express the symbolic self which can be 

accessed with the sense-making process.  

Evolutionary psychology is consulted to understand the how the symbolic self-

mechanism came in humans and how storytelling aids in its formation. It is understood 

in this thesis that empathy is experienced by the individual as a result of a perceived 

similarity of the other with the self (Halpern, 1955:452) and the individual’s evolutionary 

desire for social bonding.  

In conclusion, storytelling may have resulted as a social mechanism for social 

cohesion and for the understanding of the world around the individual. Storytelling can 

also facilitate the individual’s sense-making process pertaining to the understanding 

of the self. Storytelling can therefore allow the individual to reflect on themselves to 

understand their self. Through this effort of self-reflection and self-understanding the 

individual can ascribe meaning to their life (Churchill & Churchill, 1992). The 

relationship, therefore, between the individual and the story lies in the use of the story 

by the individual to ascribe meaning to their self.  

The next chapter explores in more detail the techniques and methods that can be used 

by brand storytellers to elicit this meaning-creating process with the consultation of the 

literary theory literature.  
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CHAPTER 4 

Literary theory and aesthetically good storytelling 
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4.1. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the literary theory literature to uncover 

techniques and methods the brand storyteller can use to create stories that can be 

used by the individual to create meaning in their life. Storytelling has a unique ability 

to bring people together (Dorji, 2010) and to give us meaning in life (Canavan, 

2011:131). The previous chapter explored storytelling as a uniquely inherent human 

exercise which has been observed as far back as our early roots as humans 

(Czarnecki, 2009) and across cultural lines (Sax, 2006). It is understood from the 

previous chapter that the emotional connection occurs through empathy achieved 

through the process of cognitive empathy (Shamay-Tsoory, 2011:21) and theory of 

mind (Baron-Cohen, 2000).  

Relating to emotion in storytelling, Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:35) believed that the 

purpose of the tragedy in poetry was to elicit an emotional response in the form of fear 

and/or compassion. Tragic poetry was one of the first instances of literature pertaining 

specifically to storytelling. Furthermore, the full aesthetic effect, that is, maximum 

pleasure and beauty of the tragedy was its ability to reach fear and compassion (Burke, 

1959:337). From the early works of the Greeks, through the nuances of French 

romantics, to the modern novelists, the techniques and elements of poetics have been 

shaped and fine-tuned in order to improve for their modern audience. Through the 

consultation of this literature, an understanding can be established pertaining to the 

methods used to elicit emotion from the audience and allow for the creation of 

meaning.  

Crucially, this chapter begins with a discussion of literary theory itself, as well as the 

specific literary lens used by this thesis. More specifically, this thesis adopts an 

aesthetic lens whereby storytelling can be judged based on its aesthetic value. Before 

undertaking this exploration, aesthetic criticism is unpacked in greater depth as well 

as the pragmatist position on art and aesthetic value. These discussions are important, 

because there are many different lenses or perspectives on the value and nature of 
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art, as shown in this chapter. Therefore, the justification for the pragmatist position 

used in this chapter is detailed in the following section.  

 

4.2. LITERARY THEORY 

Literary theory refers to the body of methods with which one can evaluate and 

understand literature. More specifically, literary theory concerns itself with the 

underlying principles that can be used to evaluate how a literary piece, such as a 

poem, novel, screenplay, or story causes a response from its audience (Bressler, 

1994:4). There are several approaches one can take to evaluate a piece of literature 

depending on the nature of the interpretation of the art that is made. Aesthetic criticism, 

also known as art criticism, has been chosen for the purpose of this study because of 

its ability to analytically evaluate creative works of art from a pragmatist lens 

(Anderson, 1995:199).  

 

4.2.1. Aesthetic criticism 

Aesthetic criticism involves an inspection into the components or elements that make 

up a work of art (Smith, 1968:21). It is therefore essentially the critique of art. In fact, 

the term ‘art criticism’ is used more frequently as the methodological approach to the 

evaluation of art (e.g., Anderson, 1995:207; Lankford, 1984:151). Fundamental to this 

mode of criticism is the assumption that a work of art yields some aesthetic value 

(Wang, 2002:39).  

Lankford (1984:151) conceded that it is a difficult process to gather a clearly delineated 

and cohesive methodology for the critical evaluation of art because of the subjective 

and culturally specific relationship between the object, which is the work of art and the 

subject, which is the viewer of the art. Anderson (1995), however, offered a solution. 

Shown in Figure 4.1 Anderson (1995) offered a model drawn on the concept of the ‘art 

world’ to provide a framework to which art can be judged based on cultural reality.  
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In reference to the model depicted in Figure 4.1, the innermost circle represents the 

examination of the features of the object itself. This innermost circle can represent the 

elements in the artwork itself, such as the observed unities in a story. The next circle 

represents the practical function of the art piece; that is, what the art piece seeks to 

achieve, such as the elicitation of fear and compassion in a tragedy (Burke, 1959:337). 

The third circle represents its social function. Storytelling may serve societal functions 

such as generational learning or building societal narratives. The outmost circle 

represents the belief system of the subjects in relation to nature. In storytelling, the 

belief systems can refer to the values and morality of the storyteller as well as the 

audience. 

 

Figure 4.1: Anderson’s (1995) model for the cross-cultural examination of art 

 

Source: Anderson (1995:205). A model for cross-cultural examination of works of art 
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The practical function of brand storytelling is detailed as the effort to create emotional 

connection with customers through symbolic interaction and brand self-congruency 

via the transportation effect. It is therefore the purpose of brand storytelling to create 

stories that elicit emotional responses or to create an emotional connection. Brand 

storytelling, therefore, should be evaluated based on its ability to elicit emotional 

responses or to create emotional connections. 

In Chapter 3, Section 7, a more detailed evaluation was undertaken surrounding the 

psychological mechanism to which a consumer can connect with a story. In essence, 

these two chapters constitute the practical functions that brand storytelling has for 

marketers. The purpose of this chapter is to explore the elements of the story as an 

object itself. 

 

4.3. AESTHETICS AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF ART 

To begin the discussion regarding aesthetic criticism, a discussion of the philosophy 

of art and aesthetics is provided. Using a number of prominent philosophers of art, 

namely Nietzsche, Kant, Hume, Collingwood and Dickie, a position of aesthetics is 

asserted. These philosophers were chosen because of their significant contribution to 

the definition of art. Because of the broad and contested nature of art and aesthetics, 

it is crucial to first provide a position on the definition of art and aesthetic. More 

specifically, a pragmatist aesthetic position is taken, whereby the beauty of a work of 

art lies in its ability to elicit a specific felt emotion and to create meaning. Using a 

pragmatist position, the researcher was able to objectively evaluate brand storytelling 

by considering the purpose of brand storytelling with the techniques that can be used 

to achieve said purpose. Therefore, in order to determine the relevance of traditional 

literary theory for brand storytelling, the aesthetic purpose of stories must be 

unpacked. This aesthetic purpose is explored in this section. 
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4.3.1. The philosophy of art 

The philosophy of art refers to a discourse that stretches as far back as Aristotle’s and 

Plato’s arguments of art in general (Janaway, 2006:1). Aristotle did not specifically 

refer to aesthetic judgement or aesthetics itself (Gallop, 1999:76); rather, he was more 

concerned about the analysis of poetic creation (Marshall, 1953:228).  

Plato and Aristotle had different views of art, specifically poetry. While Plato believed 

that the psychological effects of poetry were damaging to the soul, Aristotle believed 

that imitative poetry could give the soul more profound teachings than mere instruction 

(Keesey, 1978:198). He therefore believed that truth could be communicated through 

artistic expression. Aristotle believed that morality and life lessons were better taught 

through poetry and storytelling (Keesey, 1978:198) rather than rational instruction. 

More specifically, Aristotle believed that philosophical instruction comes to light 

through the imitation of nature (McKeon, 1946:193). The imitation of nature referred 

to the accurate representation of nature in poetry.  

Referred to as mimos (Baktir, 2003:168), imitation for Aristotle concerned the 

representation of the image of a thing as it appeared in nature without presenting that 

physical thing as itself (Halliwell, 2012:3). Aristotle, therefore, referred to imitation as 

the imitation of nature, not as it is, but as it seems (McKeon, 1946:197). 

The philosophy of art has since developed and taken turns from the modernist’s 

perspective to the impressionists, the contemporaries, and pragmatists (Carroll, 

1993:313). The discussion of aesthetics begins with Nietzsche, Hume and Kant, 

before more contemporary theory of aesthetics and art theory is then provided from 

the perspective of Collingwood, Danto and Dickie. It should be noted here that the 

study of aesthetics generally falls in line with arguments of ethics and morality (Carroll, 

2000:351), most notably in Nietzsche’s understanding of art. To which Carroll 

(2000:357) disagrees.  

Firstly, a working definition of art is provided which forms the basis to which a working 

definition of aesthetics can be moulded. This section begins with a discussion of 
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Hume’s subjectivity of art, then, Nietzsche’s use of the deities Apollo and Dionysus to 

describe the duality of art.  

 

4.3.1.1. David Hume’s subjectivity of taste 

There is a fundamental problem in defining excellence in art. Hume argues that each 

piece of art has a different end and therefore a different purpose (Townsend, 2001:4). 

Furthermore, Hume suggests that our sentiments towards an object, which is artistic, 

involves no objective judgement about the characteristics of the object (Graham, 

2005:4). In other words, there cannot be any objective judgement of aesthetic value, 

there is only subjective taste. Therefore, it is not possible to assert specific standards 

of art if those standards differ fundamentally from one individual to the next, even 

though the individual may not be conscious of it (Graham, 2005:3).  

Korsmeyer (1976:212) offered a more moralistic interpretation of Hume with the 

assertion that individuals differ in what they view as good in life. There is diversity in 

aesthetic preference (Korsmeyer, 1976:205) that cannot be generalised because of 

the differences in how we view life. Therefore, the popular ‘Hume problem’ suggests 

that people fundamentally differ in their taste of art (Halberstadt, 1971:214), thus 

making it difficult to form an objective definition of art.  

 

4.3.1.1. The issue of taste 

Taste may differ between cultures, time periods, and individuals themselves 

(Townsend, 2001:1). The issue posed by Janaway (2006:121) in his comprehension 

of Hume’s philosophy, however, is crucial in the differentiation of taste and aesthetics. 

Janaway (2006:122) asks: may an individual understand and perceive the artistic 

value of Johann Sabastian Bach’s Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring but prefer to listen to a 

popular song, like a popular rap song, for example. The question suggests that 
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individuals are able to determine aesthetic value and remove that concept from their 

personal taste or preference.  

The definition for aesthetic, that is unpacked in this chapter, therefore frames 

aesthetics as the objective judgement of beauty. The approach to aesthetics used for 

this study thus removes subjective taste from aesthetics and adopts a craft perspective 

of aesthetic, as stories can be considered as a physical craft made by an individual or 

a group of individuals. To reach an objective evaluation of storytelling, the issue of the 

subjectivity of taste needs to be reduced. This thesis addresses the issue of taste by 

considering the intended aesthetic response and the methods that the literary theory 

discourse considers to be effective in achieving that aesthetic response.  

 

4.3.1.2. Friedrich Nietzsche 

Friedrich Nietzsche was profoundly interested in and influenced by the literary art form 

(Ong, 2009:167). It is therefore fitting to explore his philosophy of art from his literary 

perspective. Nietzsche’s primary view of art was that it was an image of the ethical 

(Ridley, 2007:204), referring to the moral values of the artists and the audience of the 

artist’s art. Therefore, Nietzsche’s position of the aesthetic value of the tragedy was 

its conflict with morality (Raymond, 2014:57). Furthermore, he believed that human 

existence is itself a tragedy (Devir, 2010:61). More specifically, Nietzsche argued that 

art is an effort to both preserve humanity and to represent man’s “existential 

predicament” (Sefler, 1974:415, 416). The aesthetic value in the tragedy for Nietzsche, 

therefore, lay in the representation of the existential predicament that individuals face 

in life. In other words, the tragedy allows the audience to experience the sorrow and 

sadness that life presents, which can place one’s own suffering in perspective.  
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4.3.1.2.1. Friedrich Nietzsche’s Apollo and Dionysus 

Nietzsche argued that the development of tragedy was bound by a duality of two 

discourses: Apollo and Dionysus (Young, 2010:42). With Apollo, Nietzsche referred to 

the Greek god of excellence, light and clarity, while Dionysus referred to the god of 

nature, associated with dance and a trance-state. More palpably, Apollo was referred 

by Nietzsche as the god of the visual and the real (Bierl, 1994:81) and Dionysus as 

the god of the musical (Cox, 2006:505). For Nietzsche therefore, the tragedy was the 

interplay between the visual and the musical.  

Nietzsche was fond of using symbolism and metaphors in his philosophy to deliver his 

perspective on broad topics such as the philosophy of art and of moral philosophy 

(Janaway, 2006:28). Nietzsche used Apollo to describe the order and artistic 

excellence required to produce an art piece that holds artistic value (Young, 2010:42). 

On the other hand, Nietzsche used Dionysus to describe the rhythm and dreamlike 

emersion one experiences in viewing art (Young, 2010:42). Dionysus can therefore be 

used to describe the transportation into the narrative or the emotional connection that 

the audience feels with the characters of a story. Opposites between Dionysus and 

Apollo can be described as the distinction between the virtual and the actual (Cox, 

2006, 504, 505). Nietzsche therefore believed that the beauty of art lay in the artistic 

skill of the artist, as well as the dreamlike emersion that can be experienced the viewer 

of a work of art.  

Although the virtual and the actual may appear dialectic (Cox, 2006:504), the distinction 

can rather be thought of as an analogy between the real (the observable feature of a work 

of art) and the abstracted (the effect of the features of a work of art on the viewer). An 

example illustrating the difference between Nietzsche’s Apollo and Dionysus is presented 

in Figure 4.2 with Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas or The maid of honour.  
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Figure 4.2: Las meninas 

 

Source: Keiser (2016) Las meninas by Diego Velazquez [online] 

 

Using Nietzsche’s Apollo and Dionysus to examine the painting depicted in Figure 4.2, 

the people, the space and the detail all seem real and physical, while the gaze of 

Margarita (the young princess) as well as other characters in the painting seem to be 

captured in a moment, much like what would be observed in a photograph, except 

many years before its invention. The painter, Diego Velázquez, was able to capture 

something unique, transcendental and mystical in this painting, which illustrates what 

Nietzsche meant by Dionysus. In terms of aesthetics, the viewer observes the colours 

and textures of the image and makes abstracted judgements and experiences an 

emotional reaction. In terms of Nietzschean aesthetics, the colours and texture can be 
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understood through the lens of Apollo as features observed in the painting, while the 

inferred emotional response can be understood through the lens of Dionysus. 

 

4.3.1.3. Kant’s Critique of artistic judgement 

Kant’s Critique of aesthetic judgement can be read as a rebuttal to Hume’s theory of 

aesthetics (Kulenkampff, 1990:93). Kant agreed with Hume’s notion that the 

experience of beauty is subjective, but rejected the accretion that beauty is only 

subjective (Graham, 2005:17). In fact, Kant argued that it is natural for individuals to 

actively seek out ideal objects or artworks that exhibit the highest level of aesthetics 

or taste (Guyer, 1990:35). 

For Kant, artistic expression and aesthetic judgement were functions of speech itself 

(Schueller, 1955:232). More specifically, Kant held the position that perceptions of 

beauty are entirely singular (Guyer, 2003:197), that is referring to assertions relating 

to the individual experience. Therefore, the phrase “this poem is beautiful” essentially 

means “this poem is beautiful to me” (Janaway, 2006:136).  

 

4.3.1.3.1. The commonality of taste 

Kant believed that aesthetics is based on the subjective feelings and emotions of the 

individual (Janaway, 2006:137, 138). Like most philosophers of art, Kant was actively 

interested in finding a commonality of judgements of taste (Janaway, 2006:141). He 

therefore provided a solution, albeit a complicated one. Kant argued that individuals 

all possess the same subjective conditions that underlie the judgement of taste (Guyer, 

2003:203). These subjective conditions are required for aesthetics response; 

therefore, anyone that possesses these subjective conditions are capable of aesthetic 

response. By subjective conditions, Kant referred to the inherent capability to judge an 

object as beautiful or not beautiful. 
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Kant concluded that aesthetic judgements are therefore justified in the generalisation 

of all individuals (Guyer, 2003:203). His argument was inherently circular, as he 

asserts that the judgements are singular and subjective, but because we are all 

subjective and capable of making subjective judgements, our judgements can be 

generalised to the wide population (Janaway, 2006:141).  

Rueger (2007:142) suggests that Kant asserted that individuals perceive an object as 

beautiful only if the object in reality matches the imagined form of that specific object 

the individual invents on their own. Therefore, if the manner to which the imagination 

invents these forms can be determined, then there would be an objective and 

generalisable theory of aesthetic.  

 

4.3.1.3.2. Kant’s unity 

Fundamental to Kant’s theory of aesthetics was his idea of unity (Schueller, 1955:220). 

For Kant, the subjective beauty of art rested on unity in the presentation of the 

imagination (Matherne, 2014). In other words, the aesthetic value of art lies in the unity 

between the subject and the object (Bowie, 2003:49).  

The “feeling of unity” involves the experience of a satisfying and holistic picture of the 

work of art as a whole (Moore, 2007:477). The argument that was attempted by Kant 

was complicated and paradoxical, but it is clear that he attempted to move towards 

universality and a commonality aesthetic response, being unity. The effort for this 

thesis is, therefore, to determine the precise methods an artist can use to achieve 

unity.  

The following section provides a discussion of Collingwood’s distinction between the 

“work of art” and “art proper” in the context of the institution of aesthetics. The 

separation of the object of art from an artist’s expression can aid in the establishment 

of objective aesthetic universals.  
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4.3.1.4. Robin Collingwood and the institution of aesthetics  

In an attempt to address the issues of taste, a more practical perspective of art as 

aesthetics can be taken. More specifically, it may be practical to determine what 

objects can be considered as art. Once more, the issue of subjectivity plagues the 

distinction between what art is versus what it is not. If art can be defined and separated 

from non-art, the judgements on whether the art is good or not can be made. 

Therefore, in determining the value of art in terms of good or bad art, an understanding 

must be made on how to identify art. From the foundation of the objective identification 

of art, distinctions between good art and bad art can be determined (Cohen, 

1989:582).  

 

4.3.1.4.1. Art proper and works of art 

Useful for the discussion of art is the separation of “art proper” and “works of art” by 

Collingwood (1938:43, 44). By ‘art proper’ Collingwood (1938:108) referred to the pure 

imagination of the artist whereby the artist does not think or judge but imagines. On 

the other hand, ‘works of art’ referred to art as a concrete activity of creating art by the 

artist (Collingwood, 1938:44).  

For Collingwood, art proper manifested itself in the imagination of the artist, which is 

subsequently imprinted on the artwork (Sawyer, 2000:153). Following this line of 

reasoning, it can therefore be argued that individuals can only experience the work of 

art and not art proper or the expression of the artist (Janaway, 2006:159, 160). For 

example, Collingwood suggested that sculptures, paintings, music, poetry, and so on 

are not themselves art as art proper. Art proper referred to the emotional expression 

of the artist. Therefore, the sculpture, painting, music are ideal objects, as works of art 

that represent the expression of the artist (Kemp, 2003:172). Art proper, on the other 

hand, referred to the artistic expression of the artist (Collingwood (1938:43). 
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Individuals may, however, make inferences on the expression of the artist by 

attempting to understand the work of art and thus sympathising with the artist 

(Sclafani, 1976:354). If it can be said that the process to which the individual 

sympathises with the artist by interpreting the work of art creates an aesthetic 

response in the form of emotional appraisal or the consumption of the art itself, it can 

be argued that the degree to which the artist effectively portrays their expression into 

the piece may influence the aesthetic value of the piece.  

Janaway (2006:165), in his commentary of Collingwood, argues that when an artist is 

doing’’ art he is physically engaging with the physical object. Similarly, when a painter 

constructs a painting, he is physically applying brush strokes (Janaway, 2006:165). 

Furthermore, the artist’s imagination and expression may be influenced by the physical 

object through the process of artistic expression (Janaway, 2006:165). Therefore, the 

artist’s expression, as Collingwood’s art proper, occurs concurrently with the 

construction of the work of art. The distinction between art proper and the work of art, 

therefore, does not have the clear temporal delineation, because the work of art in 

progress has an influence on the expression of the artist. 

Using this conceptualisation of work of art distinguished from art proper, this thesis 

may evaluate artistic activity itself. For Collingwood, all art that is produced was 

connected to the aesthetic activity (Sawyer, 2000:153). Art, therefore, involves both 

the artist’s imaginative expression, as well as aesthetic activity. If the definition of art 

for the purpose of this study aligns with Collingwood’s (1938:108) works of art, it is 

possible to think about art as activity, action, or an institution rather than artistic 

expression. An understanding of the purpose of brand storytelling together with the 

understanding of the aesthetic elements associated with achieving that purpose, 

means the aesthetic value of story can be evaluated. 
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4.3.1.4.2. The aesthetic value of a work of art 

By adopting Collingwood’s perspective, it may be possible to suggest that artists instil 

a piece of art with aesthetic value, in terms of a felt emotion, which they assume will 

result in an aesthetic or emotional response from its audience (Cohen, 1989). The 

issue is therefore translated into questions pertaining to what kind of response the 

artist seeks and what elements the artist will implant into their work in an attempt to 

bring about the response they seek. Interestingly, this perspective fits in well with the 

Aristotelian perspective of aesthetic effect according to Rosen (1959:137). Rosen 

(1959:137) made the comparison between Aristotle’s imitation and Collingwood’s 

craft. Further, according to Collingwood, the poet as an artist should follow a set of 

rules or guidelines to create an aesthetic effect rather than to elicit an aesthetic 

response (Ridley, 1997:267).  

Collingwood (1938:109) believed that for something to be art, it must succeed in the 

expression of the artist. In other words, art is expressed through the artist and not the 

spectator (Senyshyn, Vézina & Fraser, 2002:31); therefore, implying that aesthetic 

value is an expression, not a response as per the Kantian perspective. 

Fundamental to Collingwood’s argument, however, was the fact that art is created by 

the artist himself in tandem to the expressive and imaginative form of the art (Grant, 

1987:245). It can therefore be said that the aesthetic value of art manifests in the 

artist’s own expression (Davis, 2008b:164). Furthermore, following Collingwood’s art 

proper, one can only experience aesthetic through empathy with the artist’s expression 

that is instilled by the artist in the work of art. Empathy in this case refers to the 

instances of the audience interpreting the expression of the artist.  

 

4.3.1.4.3. Art as communication with its audience 

Integral to the discussion is the understanding that art is viewed by individuals apart 

from the artistic him/herself. Collingwood may have distinguished between art proper 
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and work of art in order to separate the creative expression of the artist with the 

impression, or the imitation, of said expression onto a medium which is subsequently 

interpreted and enjoyed by an audience. As Horace (19 BCE [1880]:83) put it, “he 

schemed it in his own brain and does not wish to be restored again”. What Horace is 

alluding to here is the importance of the consideration of the audience for the making 

of the poem (Bagot, 1880:82). The poet must construct the piece in such a way that it 

may be interpreted in some form by the audience. In conclusion, works of art can be 

considered as two-way communication between the artist’s artistic expression 

encoded to the work of art and the audience’s decoding of the particular work of art. 

 

4.3.2. The art world 

Dickie (1997:43) held the position that the art exists as objects in the institution of the 

art world. By ‘art’ in his definition he may be referring to what Collingwood considered 

as work of art, in that the work of art exists as the construction of the physical object 

itself. By ‘object’ Dickie (1997:43) refers to an artefact that is human-made and 

produced for a reason that is not purely functional. Considering Dickie’s understanding 

of art as having no functional purpose, it can be postulated that Dickie refers to art for 

the sake of art. Art for the sake of art gained momentum in the early nineteenth century 

(Burwick, 1999) and follows the understanding that art has no hidden purpose or 

meaning and should therefore be enjoyed as is. 

By using ‘artefact’, objects that do not exist in physical space such as a poem or a 

story can be considered as works of art. The use of the word artefact instead of art 

piece or work of art may therefore be useful in understanding storytelling as an art 

form. The use of the word artefact therefore allows for the critical analysis of 

storytelling aesthetically according to what is considered as beautiful by the art world. 

In order for an artefact to be a piece of art it must be attributed art status by the so-

called art world (Dickie, 1997:34).  
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4.3.2.1. The art world as the institution of art 

An important issue when considering the art world pertains to the question of who 

comprises the art world. If, for example, one places a plank of wood onto a wall and 

acclaims: “this is art”, does that indeed become art? By using the word world, Dickie 

(1997:19) may refer to the collective body that experiences the artefact. If by world 

Dickie meant population, it may be deduced that he referred to the entire population 

that experiences the artefact. Therefore, if the population that experiences the artefact 

consider it to be art, then it may be art.  

On the other hand, Dickie (1997) may refer to the art world as the institution of art, 

whereby the individuals that are considered as part of the art world by the art world 

itself, make the assertion that an artefact is a work of art. Therefore, art may only 

become art when it is interpreted as such by individuals in the art world. Danto 

(1997:136) argued that a work of art can only become art when it is interpreted. Danto 

(1997) therefore agreed with Dickie’s view that art is only art when it is attributed art 

status through the interpretation of the object or artefact by the viewer of the work of 

art. 

 

4.3.3. Pragmatist aesthetics 

Pragmatism is a philosophical perspective that gained popularity in the late nineteenth 

century in the United States (Leary, 2009:5) with the work of Charles Peirce. Under 

this perspective it is believed that knowledge is the application of the rules of action to 

clarify an idea (De Almeida, 2012:207). Further, the pragmatist approach is useful, as 

it allows for the evaluation of art based on its value and purpose (White, 1998:220). 

John Dewey maintained that, through the pragmatist aesthetic lens, the practical 

implications of a work of art can be considered (Cherryholmes, 1994:16). Under the 

pragmatist aesthetic lens, therefore, storytelling can be considered in reference to its 

practical and social implications. Further, if the practical implication of brand 
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storytelling is understood, then the most effective methods of achieving that practical 

outcome can be utilised as aesthetic elements.  

 

4.3.3.1. The advantage of pragmatist aesthetics 

The advantage of the consideration of pragmatist aesthetics lies in the acceptance of 

the notion that there are sociological, psychological and physiological principles that 

universally affect individuals (Shusterman, 2002:32, 36). The endeavour of the 

pragmatist is therefore to determine what the underlying principles are and how to instil 

a work of art with aesthetic value in an attempt to elicit these underlying principles. 

The pragmatist view does not, however, detract away from the traditional views of 

aesthetics by the great thinkers of Kant, Nietzsche and Hume; it merely offers a more 

useful perspective on the duality of aesthetics brought forth by the likes of Collingwood 

versus Immanuel Kant.  

Pragmatist aesthetics recognises that both the experience of art and the practice of 

art are central to its meaning and its value (Shusterman, 2015:185). The experience 

of art can be conceded somewhat to Kant’s subjectivity of judgement or the subjectivity 

of taste, while the practice of art can lend itself to Bourdieu’s The Rules of Art (1996). 

The Rules of Art involves a careful consideration of the sociological and psychological 

underpinnings that operate at the source of an artist’s work (Shusterman, 2015:189). 

A connection can be made here to Collingwood’s works of art. Under the pragmatist 

position, the work of art or the science of art can be considered as the practice of 

encoding an artefact with meaning that reflects the artist’s own artistic expression.  

 

4.3.4. Aesthetics as an analytical tool for storytelling evaluation 

Aesthetics can be used as an analytical tool to construct a framework to which an 

artwork can be assessed. Paramount to this analytical assessment is the 

establishment of an exemplar standard (Brownstein & Chaim, 1981:172) on which to 
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base the analysis (Anderson, 1995:199). It is the endeavour of this study to explore 

the relevance of literary theory for brand storytelling. The fundamental problem in this 

endeavour is the possible inclusion of bias from the researcher in the construction of 

an exemplar standard that can improve the aesthetic value of brand storytelling. In 

other words, the exemplar standard must be constructed based on objective criteria. 

The researcher, therefore, took consultation from the vast literature pertaining to 

literary criticism, literary theory, and dramatic theory. The literature in these fields offer 

standards to which the craft of storytelling can be perfected to achieve what Aristotle 

considered the maximum aesthetic effect.  

 

4.4. LITERARY CRITICISM AND POETICS 

The comparison of art pieces can be a difficult task because the nature of art itself is 

somewhat subjective (Loewen, 2012). In being subjective it is difficult to compare or 

to critique works of art in an objective manner. However, by using Anderson’s (1995) 

cross-cultural model for the evaluation of art, the aesthetic elements in a story can be 

considered to deliver the aesthetic value of that story in reference to the function of 

the story.  

 

4.4.1. Aesthetic standards for the evaluation of aesthetically good stories 

The aesthetics discourse involves a discussion of the standards that make art pleasing 

(Brownstein & Chaim, 1981:172). Art pieces can be critiqued and compared based on 

an “exemplar” standard that is stated in its critique (Booth, 1977:411). Booth 

(1977:411) considered exemplar standards as the elements of a specific piece of 

artwork that are held in esteem by the art critiques. Aesthetic criticism using aesthetic 

exemplars is not new in the marketing literature (see, Stern & Schroeder, 1994). 

There, however, exists another conundrum pertaining to what is meant by an aesthetic 

standard. Standards can either represent the norm or average for art pieces in a 
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specific category, or it could refer to an exemplar standard that one can only aspire to 

achieve.  

The problem with using the norm as the standard to which art may be critiqued is the 

limiting nature of normal. An exceptional art piece may be exceptional precisely 

because it defies what is normal and the status quo. Therefore, the most objective 

approach to the evaluation of good storytelling is one in which the pieces of brand 

storytelling are considered to be good by the experts that judge them. These exemplar 

pieces of brand storytelling can then be evaluated using standards held in esteem by 

literary critics. This chapter therefore takes the position of ‘aesthetic’ as an exemplar 

standard. In other words, the aesthetic standard refers to the elements in the poetics, 

dramatic theory and criticism discourse that achieve the highest possible degree of 

aesthetic effect. 

In the poetics and dramatic theory literature, all critics have proposed their own unique 

aesthetics that is indicative of their culture, their time period and their own perspective. 

The aesthetics inherent in the poetics and dramatic theory literature, however, do have 

some consistency and some have been generally accepted by most critics. 

Additionally, the aesthetic principles that have been mentioned in the literature either 

directly reference or are derived from Aristotle’s The poetics. Aristotle’s The poetics 

are therefore considered as the seminal works for the discourse of poetics and 

dramatic theory. This thesis therefore uses Aristotle’s The poetics as a point of 

departure in the understanding of the aesthetic principles with the poetics discourse. 

 

4.5. OF TRAGEDY AND COMEDY 

Aristotle made a distinction between two opposite forms of poetry: tragedy and 

comedy (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:31). It is important to note that these are not the 

only two, as satire and epic were also considered as poetry types by Aristotle and 

other Greek poets like Horace (Rosenmeyer, 1965:298). Although the epic and the 

satire were considered by the Greeks, its theory did not feature in great frequency 
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amongst dramatic theorists and critics after this period. Because the epic and the 

satire did not feature frequently in the poetics discourse, these types do not offer the 

same wealth of literature to extract agreed upon aesthetic standards. This thesis 

therefore takes tragedy and comedy as the two primary and seminal forms of poetry 

and storytelling. 

 

4.5.1. The purpose of tragedy and the purpose of comedy 

The purpose of tragedy is to elicit fear and compassion, while the purpose of comedy 

is to elicit delight (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:35, 40). To reach the full aesthetic effect, 

according to Aristotle’s rules of poetry, the entire thrust of a play should be for either 

the elicitation of fear and compassion in the case of tragedy, or for the elicitation of 

delight in the case of a comedy (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:31).  

Tragedy achieves its desired aesthetic effect through a carefully constructed plot, 

while comedy achieves its purpose through the humour of the characters (Robostellus, 

1548 [1974]:125). In tragedy, the plot acts as an imitation of a tragic event, while with 

comedy the plot acts as a tool to display the humour of the characters (Cinthio, 1543 

[1974]:123; Robostellus, 1548 [1974]:126). These two forms of story were separated 

by Aristotle because he believed they had different ends. The end of tragedy was the 

imitation of nature, while the end of comedy was to delight the audience (Aristotle, 335 

BCE [1974]:31). By imitation of nature, Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:31) meant the 

representation of reality into poetry.  

It was the view of Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:32) that these two primary types of story 

should never mix, as the aesthetic effect of each would then be diluted and the story 

would neither elicit fear, compassion, nor delight. Guarini (1599 [1974]:150) however, 

believed that a type of tragic delight can be achieved through the imitation of serious 

actions by animated characters in unexpected situations. A good example of this 

would be a doctor or a lawyer conducting themselves in a manner to which one would 

not expect a doctor or lawyer to behave.  
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Opposing Aristotle’s rules of poetry, Guarini (1599 [1974]:150, 151) contemplated 

mixing the comic and the tragic. Guarini was thus one of the first critics to infer the 

viability of the tragicomedy as a true and complete genre of the theatre (Henke, 

1996:330). 

 

4.5.2. The revolution of the tragicomedy 

The concept of mixing comedic characters in a tragic plot was used throughout 

antiquity but came to fruition in medieval England and Italy (Leonard, 2012:71). During 

this period, there was little reference to Aristotle or the rules of poetry. The plays and 

poetry of this period was not categorised at the time as tragicomedy; however, based 

on the critiques made by intellectuals, the characters were comical and the plot was 

an imitation of nature (see Canfield, 1984). 

English and Italian intellectuals during this period, such as Tertullian (202 [1974]:85, 

93), Saint Augustine (426 [1974]:94, 98) and Donatus (350 [1974]:99, 100) rejected 

theatre as immoral and sinful. These critics believed that the true end of poetry should 

be the teachings of a moral God, and therefore it should not be perverted or corrupted. 

This rejection was likely due to the comical and immoral characters typical of a 

tragicomedy, evident in the arguments made by these critics. The principal critiques 

of the tragicomedy were directed primarily on religious morality that was indicative of 

the classical period.  

 

4.5.2.1. The critique of Pierre Corneille’s The cid 

In France during the Restoration period and the Romantic period, the genre of 

tragicomedy was critiqued on different principles, principles more in line with the rules 

of poetry from Aristotle’s The poetics (Canfield, 1984:448). This critique manifested 

itself primarily in the response to the tragicomedy play The cid by Pierre Corneille 
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(1618). The Cid was greatly admired by French and Spanish audiences (de Scudery, 

1637 [1974]:211).  

The play was based on a real person known as El cid. This five-act play follows a 

romance between Don Rodrigue (the cid) and Chimène. Their love is tested as Don 

Rodrigue has a duel with Chimène’s father and wins by killing her father. She develops 

a need for the revenge of her lover for the death of the father but decides that a duel 

between Don Rodrigue and her arranged marriage partner, Don Sanche, should be 

contested. The two duel and Don Rodrigue wins but allows Don Sanche to live. Don 

Sanche then observes the obvious love between Don Rodrigue and Chimène and 

concedes his bride to him.  

The French poetry critics at the French Poetry Academy at the time did not share the 

admiration for The cid as did the population of Spain and France (Yarrow, 1955:270). 

The play was greatly critiqued by De Scudery (1637 [1974]:211) and by the French 

Academy of poetry, likely due to their overreliance on the Aristotelian lens and their 

attachment to the rules of poetry of the time.  

Similar criticism was made of the Shakespearian plays based on the long-standing 

rules of tragedy and comedy. For example, Johnson (1756 [1974]:402) believed the 

Shakespearian plays were neither tragedy, nor comedy, for the plot was loosely 

constructed and the dénouement (the final act of a play) was both tragic and comedic. 

Also, no distinction exists between good and evil, or vice and virtue in Shakespeare’s 

plays (Johnson, 1765 [1974]:406). However, both The cid and Shakespeare’s plays 

were great successes amongst their respective audiences. The success of these plays 

therefore required the reconsideration of these rules and resultantly, during the 

Romantic period in Europe, a new genre of poetry was considered the drama. 
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4.5.3. The modern drama 

The modern drama is a deviation of the simple forms of the tragedy and comedy plays, 

but for a modern audience (Coleridge, 1818 [1974]:586). Here, modern audience 

refers to the audience in the period of the nineteenth century. The principal distinction 

of the modern drama from the ancient genres is the freedom from the unities of place, 

time, and action (Coleridge, 1818 [1974]:586–587). The unities of place, time, and 

action were rules of plot put forward by Aristotle in his The poetics.  

The unities refer to the consistencies that allow a play to successfully imitate nature. 

Unity of place refers to the consistency of location as well as the accurate 

representation of the setting (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:31). Unity of time refers to the 

representation of time in relation to the representation of time in reality (Aristotle, 335 

BCE [1974]:31). Unity of action refers to the adherence to the single principal action 

(Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:31). A more detailed description of these unities is provided 

later in this chapter.  

The supporters of the modern drama did not reject these unities, they merely freed the 

author from the adhering strictly to the rules of poetry included in Aristotle’s The 

poetics.  

 

4.5.3.1. The purpose of the modern drama 

It is the purpose, or the condition, of the modern drama to deliver both the delight of 

audience and the illusion of the natural (Coleridge, 1818 [1974]:587). This combination 

is achieved through careful plot construction, similar to tragic plot construction in 

Aristotle’s tragedy and the use of humorous and relatable characters, such as those 

in the Shakespearian plays (Coleridge, 1836:591).  

In the modern drama, therefore, plot construction follows the principles of Aristotle’s 

tragedy. Since the end of tragedy is the imitation of nature (Aristotle, 335 BCE 

[1974]:31), the plot of the drama should itself provide an imitation of nature. In 
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Aristotle’s unity of action, the plot of a tragedy should centralise around a single tragic 

action (Cinthio, 1543 [1974]:123). Furthermore, this action is achieved through conflict 

(Freytag, 1894 [1900]:9). 

Archer (1913:24) described the conflict that arises in the drama as a “struggle” that the 

characters must seek to resolve. This struggle manifests itself in dramatic situations 

that have been described as the starting point, or the “main idea” of a play (Shaw, 

1909). A crucial deviation from the Aristotelian superiority of plot over character exists 

in the modern drama: the will of the characters and their natures to act progress the 

plot in a forward direction (Yeats, 1904:7, 8). This perspective shift away from the 

Aristotelian superiority of plot does not place character over plot; instead, it merely 

suggests that neither is superior (Belfiore, 2000:38).  

Plot and character go hand in hand. The emergence of the modern drama required 

the reconsideration of several long-standing rules of poetry originating from Aristotle’s 

The Poetics. During this transition, for the first time in the poetics discourse, it was 

mentioned that no rules exist besides the general rules of nature. 

 

4.5.4. The rules of poetry 

There has been much discussion in the discourses of poetics, dramatic theory, and 

literary criticism regarding the end of poetry. In these discourses the term “the end of 

poetry” refers to the ultimate purpose of poetry. Many great poets and critics through 

antiquity, and especially the ancient Greeks, have discussed the end of poetry at great 

length, (see Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]; Horace, 20 BCE [1880]).  

It is clear from the poetics and dramatic theory literature that perspectives of the end 

of poetry differ according to the time period. The Greeks believed the end of poetry 

was to imitate nature; the French believed it was purely to entertain, the medieval 

English believed that end of poetry was solely for religious instruction; and more 
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recently it is believed that the end of poetry is to express moral and philosophical 

principles.  

A clearly stated end of poetry has utility in the literary theory and literary criticism 

discourses, as it defines a specific purpose to which the rules of poetry can be asserted 

(Corneille, 1660 [1974]:226). Because of the different perspectives of the end of 

poetry, there has been significant disagreement on the fundamental rules of poetry 

(Corneille, 1660 [1974]:226). For example, there was great controversy around the 

French play The cid (see, Corneille, 1637 [1974]; De Scudery 1637 [1974]). The play 

won acclamation and was received with thunderous applause amongst French 

audiences, but very clearly defied the rules of poetry.  

In the play The cid, the murder of an honourable count (Chimène’s father) resulted in 

the marriage of that count’s loving daughter and the murderer. The Greeks asserted 

that, in order to achieve compassion for the main characters in a play, the characters 

vices should be punished, and their virtues rewarded (see Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]; 

Horace, 20 BCE [1880]), which was not adhered to by Corneille. Secondly, the 

scenario that occurred in the play was improbable (De Scudery 1637 [1974]:212) as it 

would be unlikely for a loving daughter to admire her father’s killer. It is maintained in 

the poetics literature that action in a story must hold both possibility and probability.  

Possibility refers to actions that are possible in nature (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:39), 

while probability refers to actions that are likely to happen (Aristotle, 335 BCE 

[1974]:39). For example, in the case of The cid, it is possible for a murderer to marry 

his victim’s daughter, but it is improbable that the girl would agree to marry her father’s 

killer. It remains, therefore, a question of how The cid received the acclamation that it 

did.  

The result of much critic debate around the play led to a new discussion of the end of 

poetry. French critics such as De Scudery 1637 [1974]; Corneille, 1637 [1974]) and 

the French Academy asserted that the French audience prefer French plays over the 

Greek plays, even though they seemingly defied the rules of poetry. This is perhaps 
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because the French had a different culture to the Greeks; had different social norms; 

lived in a society that acted in a different way; practiced a different religion; and lived 

in a time period different to that of the Greeks. 

The controversy of The Cid was a crucial point in the history of the literary criticism 

history. This controversy was an instance of literary criticism regarding a dramatic 

piece that seemingly defied the poetic rules of the Greeks. Through the discourse of 

criticism, the rules and techniques can also be re-evaluated and discussed. This 

revaluation of the rules and techniques of the drama and literature in a broader sense 

was the central tenant to Pierre Corneille’s Discourses written in 1660. A good story, 

therefore, is not one that adheres perfectly to the rules of poetry; rather a good story 

is one that is imbued with aesthetic elements.  

 

4.5.4.1. Rules versus aesthetics 

Another conundrum for literary critics came with the works of William Shakespeare. 

This great poet seemingly defied the rules of poetry and blatantly rejected the notions 

of unity of place and unity of time (Johnson, 1765 [1974]:411). He used English cultural 

themes in other nations and his plays seemed to make great leaps between different 

times (Johnson, 1765 [1974]:411); the dénouement occurred brashly and not as an 

inevitable result of the plot (Coleridge, 1818 [1974]:594); and his catastrophe seemed 

improbable (Johnson, 1765 [1974]:406). However, to this day these plays are well 

renowned. His plays are performed repeatedly several hundreds of years after their 

first showing. The characters in the Shakespearian drama entertained the audience 

(Coleridge, 1836:590). Their complex diction was not confusing, but elicited delight; 

the shock at the end of the plays moved the audience and the humour entertained 

(Coleridge, 1836:590).  

William Shakespeare’s plays are taught in literature classes across the globe and the 

themes of his plays are reused in many modern pieces. The question therefore lies in 
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why plays and poetry that reject of the rules of poetry came into such fashion, just as 

in the case of The cid.  

The answer may reveal itself in the understanding of poetry as an art. Art as itself is 

fundamentally different from nature, and as such, cannot be treated the same. The 

rules of nature are fixed; they cannot be broken, but in art the rules have been 

consistently broken and changed (Zola, 1880 [1893]:225). If the end of poetry is indeed 

the imitation of nature, the closer to nature a poem can venture, the more it is enjoyed. 

However, Shakespeare’s plays, as well as The cid, defy the rules of nature and are 

perhaps the most enjoyed.  

Art and nature are fundamentally different, meaning Shakespeare did not need to 

follow the rules of nature to make his art entertaining. One particular instance of this 

notion is Shakespeare’s rejection of the probable in favour of the possible (Johnson, 

1765 [1974]:411). Like The Cid, the works of Shakespeare were another example of 

the inadequacy of rules in poetry.  

Johnson (1765 [1974]:416) held the position that, while some poets are methodical, 

meticulous and orderly like a cabinet, others are more like a garden, with weeds 

growing rampant. And yet, both a well organised cabinet and luscious garden can be 

beautiful and delightful. Shakespeare cannot be judged on the rules of unity of time, 

place, virtue, or the probable, because he at no point sought it (Johnson, 1765 

[1974]:416). It can therefore be said that the aesthetics of his work is that of his own 

(Coleridge, 1818 [1974]). Perhaps the use of ‘rules’ or ‘laws’ should be reserved for 

nature; for art it is more useful to consider the aesthetic elements.  

The rules of poetry can be understood more in the sense of standards that make a 

story enjoyable, in other words, the elements of a story that give it aesthetic effect. 

This re-evaluation of the rules of poetry as aesthetics allows more freedom for the poet 

to delight, entertain, scare or move (Brunetiere, 1894 [1914]:68, 69).  
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The following section takes a more detailed look at aesthetic elements that have been 

mentioned and discussed frequently in the poetics, dramatic theory, and literary 

criticism literature.  

 

4.5. CATHARSIS 

As mentioned previously, Aristotle believed that the purpose of the tragedy is to elicit 

fear and compassion. In the experience of fear and compassion, the audience 

members can purge themselves of it (Gilbert, 1926:301). Aristotle referred to the 

purgation of these emotions (fear and compassion) as the catharsis (Gilbert, 

1926:301). More specifically, Aristotle believed that the role of the tragic poet is the 

achievement of the catharsis of emotions of fear and compassion (Burke, 1959:348). 

In the experience of these emotions, the audience can purge them and feel a relief 

from them (Gilbert, 1926:303).  

Burke (1959:355), however, considered Aristotle’s catharsis in broader terms to 

encompass all forms of purgation and cleansing of emotions resultant from the story 

experience. Schaper (1968:132) believed that this cleansing was a result of the 

spiritual understanding of purgation. This cleansing or purgation experience could be 

considered pleasurable for the audience in their perceptual or ‘aesthetic’ experience 

of story (Keesey, 1978: 204). In essence, because these emotions are experienced in 

a simulated way, they can be considered to be pleasurable opposed to their 

unpleasant real-world experience.  

Other scholars have also understood catharsis as an aesthetic experience. For 

example, Paskow (1983:61) suggested that the “aesthetic catharsis” the audience 

experiences is the pleasurable experience of the emotions of pity and fear.  

Belfiore (1985:360) referred to Aristotle’s catharsis in terms of the recognition of the 

emotions felt in reference to the tragic object. Under her understanding, both tragic 

stories as well as comic stories could result in a cathartic experience. Furthermore, as 
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the cathartic experience is linked to the events of the story (Belfiore, 1985:350), the 

true pleasure of the cathartic experience is through the reflection of the emotions felt 

in reference to the events of the story. 

 

4.5.1. Catharsis as learning 

Paskow (1983:60) considered Aristotle’s mention of learning in his understanding of 

catharsis. More specifically, Paskow (1983:60) considered the goal of catharsis as the 

restoration of the psychological forces in the mind of the audience, referring to how 

the emotions felt. In other words, the cathartic experience is felt in relation to the 

emotion’s experiences, the recognition of those emotions (Belfiore, 1985:360) and the 

recognition of why those emotions are felt (Paskow, 1983:64). Gilbert (1926:306), 

although indirectly, refers to this restoration as the audience’s soul returning to or is 

“restored” to innocence.  

Other scholars of Aristotle, such as Keesey (1978), suggest that the cathartic 

experience is accomplished through the recognition of truth. For example, a grave 

sacrifice for the sake of love may present a truth about the value of love and the need 

for sacrifice to obtain it. Keesey (1978:198) made reference of the story of Oedipus 

where the protagonist deserved the pity of the audience as he learnt the truth of his 

story. Therefore, there may exist a learning component to the cathartic experience, 

whether it be the understanding of the emotions felt in reference to the events of a 

story or the recognition of a truth brought about in the structure of the story.  

 

4.6. THE AESTHETICS OF STORYTELLING 

Aesthetics differs from rules in the sense that it does not assert how a story should be 

told; merely what the experts believe a good story should be. More specifically, 

aesthetics refers to an exemplar standard that a story can aspire to reach full aesthetic 

effect (Leder, Carbon & Ripsas, 2006:182). Full aesthetic effect can be considered to 
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be either maximum beauty or maximum pleasure. More specifically, the full aesthetic 

effect can be understood as the elicitation of the cathartic experience. 

The field of aesthetics does not infer standards based on specific stories, but the 

standards set by the critics of the storytelling discourse. In the case of this thesis, the 

aesthetic standards refer to those put forth by the critics of the dramatic theory and 

poetics discourse. Each critic came from a different period, a different culture and a 

different society; therefore, there are inconsistencies in what is considered as 

aesthetically pleasing. This is evident in the discourse surrounding The cid and the 

Shakespearian works. There are, however, some similarity and continuity in the 

aesthetic standards through antiquity that can be used today with greater reliability.  

 

4.6.1. The possible and the imitation of nature 

Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:31) believed that the end of tragedy was the imitation of 

nature. Horace (20 BCE [1880]:18) echoed this view, asserting that the enjoyment of 

a play rested on its ability to successfully carry and deceive the mind of the audience. 

The audience of a play are fully aware that the events depicted by the poet are not the 

same as the events depicted by the historian (Sidney, 1583 [1974]:170) and are 

therefore never fully deluded (Coleridge, 1818 [1974]:588). The audience is able to 

differentiate between what they see on a stage and what happens in real life. The play 

can therefore never fully deceive the audience into believing that the events are 

literally occurring in front of their eyes. If the audience knows that they are being 

deceived they should dismiss the action of the play as a superficial fiction (Boccaccio, 

1365 [1974]:106). However, many stories of our time have moved the audience to 

tears, or fear, or love, or compassion.  

The possible is the essence of Aristotle’s belief in the imitation of nature. In a broader 

sense, art imitates life itself (Tirrell, 1990:117). Longinus believed that there is a 

universal standard of art taste and that standard is the sublime (Sullivan, 1989:8). The 

road to which an artist can approach sublimity is through imitation (Guerlac, 1985:287). 
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The imitation of nature is essential to the believability of a story. Importantly, Aristotle 

believed that “imitation by observation” is a human impulse that is enhanced and 

elicited by “poetic fiction” (Pavel, 2000:526). It is believed that children learn about life 

and about the world through imitation and it is the role of poetry to use imitation to 

excite the emotions (Simpson, 1988:282). As McKeon (1936:6) eloquently put it, 

“poetry, even false, is not an unmixed falsehood, but requires the antecedent lie for its 

explanation”. In essence, McKeon (1936) asserted that for fiction to be perceived as 

yielding truth, the ‘lie’ itself must be believable.  

Ensuring that the events of a story are possible in nature is fundamental in creating a 

fiction that is believed by the audience (Zola, 1880 [1893], Boccaccio, 1365 [1975]). 

The possible does not solely refer to the literal rules of nature, but the rules of nature 

in a more general sense. For example, if a man can fly, there should be a reason why 

that can be conceived as possible in nature. Similarly, a man can use magic, but he 

must have a tool that explains why this magic is possible in nature. The consideration 

of the possible as an aesthetic allows the storyteller to expand his imagination to seek 

the most fantastical ideas and to give those ideas weight in the possible. 

 

4.6.2. The universal or the probable 

Aristotle, in his The poetics, introduced the term “universal” by which he meant in 

accordance to probability (Heath, 1991:1). An event is probable given the appropriate 

prior conditions, but may not necessarily be expected (Heath, 1991). The probable is 

both dependent upon and contractionary to the possible. The probable has been a 

part the rules of poetry from Aristotle that has been most greatly critiqued by dramatic 

theorists and literary critics (e.g., Coleridge, 1818 [1974]; Shaw, 1909).  

The probable may be the most crucial aesthetics to the ancient tragic plays. At every 

event and action, the audience anticipates what will occur; the art of a good tragic poet 

is to set the spectator up to anticipate and fear the absolute worst, then to draw them 

in to accept that fate, then to deliver it (Horace, 20 BCE [1974]:71). Freytag (1894 
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[1900]:49, 50) considered the probable as a necessary condition to allow the audience 

of the drama to surrender themselves to the story in what he calls a “beautiful illusion”. 

The initial conditions at the beginning of the plot must therefore allow for probable 

consequences to follow (Heath, 1991:394). However, the work of a good poet is to 

leave the audience in uncertainty that the probable will indeed occur, even though it 

occurs normally (Eggs & McElholm, 2002:404).  

 

4.6.3. Unity 

Unity has its origins as a Platonic principle of writing (Trivigno, 2009:48), which insists 

that writing must in its entirety follow on the same theme. To be specific, Aristotle 

considered unity in the tragedy as integral to the realisation of the plot (Ford, 

1991:134). Many philosophers and literary critics, such as Coleridge, Drewey, and 

Immanuel Kant (Granger, 2003:51) have understood unity as the basic cosmic 

principle. To recall Kant’s understanding of the universality of subjectivity, Osborne 

(2004) infers that the use of unity can act as art criticism itself. Aesthetic unity has 

been considered by formalists to be a criterion of excellence in art (Osborne, 1964). 

Aristotle asserted that the imitation of nature and the successful deception of the 

audience rely on the three unities: unity of time, place, and action. If the end of poetry 

is to imitate nature, the play should align itself to the rules and study of nature (Zola, 

1880 [1893]:125). Unity of place refers to a consistency of location (Aristotle 335 BCE 

[1974]:38). Unity of time refers to the appropriate length of a play (Aristotle 335 BCE 

[1974]:38). Lastly, unity of action refers to the consistency and continuity of action in 

a play (Aristotle 335 BCE [1974]:38). These were first understood as the fundamental 

rules of poetry which was particularly important for tragic plays.  
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4.6.3.1. Unity of place 

Unity of place refers to the consistency of the location to which the story is set. As a 

rule, unity of place was discussed and critiqued intensely in the poetics and dramatic 

theory literature. Throughout the literary theory discourse the principle of unity of place 

was much debated. The chief opposition to this rule, Corneille (1660 [1974]:237) 

asserted that travelling large distances takes a great time; therefore, this rule restricts 

the poet to a single location. Furthermore, Zola (1890 [1893]:153) believed that unity 

of place was not well observed in the poetics and dramatic theory literature.  

Poets can then adhere to the unity of place, or fundamentally reject it, as Shakespeare 

has done. For example, characters wearing English garments in Denmark, as seen in 

the Shakespearian Hamlet, may seem absurd and unbelievable, but may offer a 

unique perspective to the similarities between the two cultures (Johnson, 1765 

[1974]:407). Corneille (1660 [1974]:237) suggests that the poet can adhere to the spirit 

of the place and create unity by changing the location between acts or setting the 

stage in a broad location such as a city like Paris. On the other hand, the restriction of 

the setting to a specific place, even a specific room, may offer a uniquely real 

experience, as seen in the critically acclaimed Twelve angry men or The hateful eight, 

which were both set in a single setting. 

 

4.6.3.2. Unity of time 

Unity of time refers to the appropriate length of a play (Aristotle 335 BCE [1974]:38). 

Like the unity of place, the unity of time has been a heavily critiqued rule of poetry. 

Aristotle believed that a play in its duration, for the audience should last no longer than 

one day. With this rule, the action should take no shorter or longer than it should. This 

means that the action should occur at precisely the time that the action would have 

taken place in nature (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:38). The appreciation of the imitation 

of nature as the primal principle of poetry gives the principle of unity of time some 

weight, however, as mentioned in previous sections, the rules of poetry depend on the 
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position taken with regards to the end of poetry. If the unity of time is considered as 

an aesthetic, the poet has greater freedom to manipulate it in their play.  

Dramatic actions can last longer than they would in nature, while less dramatic actions 

can be represented in a shorter period of time, such as seen in a montage. A long-

standing rule that a play should last no longer than one day has received little criticism 

and is occasionally reinforced (e.g., Trissino, 1549 [1974]). This is because of its 

specification to the theatre. Aristotle took into consideration a degree of pragmatism 

as he contemplated the need of the audience to rest, eat and use the bathroom 

(Aristotle, 335 B.C.E [1974]). 

 

4.6.3.3. Unity of action 

The third unity in Aristotle’s framework is the unity of action. Dissimilar to the criticism 

regarding the unity of time and place, poets and literary critics have largely accepted 

and yielded to the unity of action. As with unity of time and unity of place, Aristotle was 

specific to the theatre and to his period. It may, therefore, be of greater utility to 

incorporate the comprehension of his The poetics by poets and literary critiques that 

have studied Aristotle’s The poetics.  

The concept of the unity of action has two elements according to Aristotle: magnitude 

and order (Robostellus, 1548 [1974]126, 127). The magnitude of the plot refers to the 

size of the action of a story. It was understood by Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:36) that 

the end of plot is action; therefore, the appropriate magnitude of the action should be 

proportionate to the magnitude of the story. Action in a story must therefore hold a 

specific and proportionate magnitude. The magnitude of the action is a function of the 

unity of action. For there to be unity of action in a story, there should only be one 

principal action (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]; Robostellus, 1548 [1974]:126).  

For Freytag (1894 [1900]:27) action refers to the occurrence of events according to 

the controlling idea which progresses the plot forward, such as a desire or a need. In 
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agreement with Aristotle, Freytag believed that the principal action encompassing all 

dramatic moments or momente (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:27) must occur with accordance 

to the principle of unity of action. 

The single principle of action refers to the inclusion of only one plot progression. There 

cannot be more than a single plot progression in a single story. This is because the 

audience is not capable of fully understanding and recognising multiple principal 

actions. For this reason, Cinthio (1543 [1974]:122) asserts that the tragedy must not 

be episodic like the comedy. This means that the story should be observed at the 

accumulation of actions that form the plot around a single principal action, not 

succeeding unrelated actions. In this comprehension of Aristotle’s unity of action is the 

idea of consistency and continuity.  

Consistency refers to the commitment to the single action (Aristotle, 335 BCE 

[1974]:44). This means that all secondary and tertiary actions ultimately lead to the 

principal action. For example, a hero’s love affair may not directly progress the 

principal action but may contribute to her state of mind when faced with obstacles in 

relation to the principle action. 

 

4.6.4. The magnitude of the action 

Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:36) was first to put forth the notion of magnitude in plot. In 

his pathos (meaning plot), Aristotle asserted that in order for something in nature to 

have beauty it must hold a specific magnitude. For example, great mountain ranges 

are only beautiful because of their large magnitude. In a similar vein, a painting on a 

mountain range cannot be beautiful if it is not of sufficient size. For if a painting of a 

mountain range is the size of a Post-it notes, it will not have the same aesthetic effect 

as it would if it was the size of a billboard. In reference to storytelling, the magnitude 

of the principal action should be proportionate to the length and size of the story. For 

example, a story that follows an epic journey across many lands cannot be told in a 
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noticeably short story. The length of the epic journey would be of too greater 

magnitude to be told in a short format.  

Aristotle’s magnitude can also be understood in reference to the order and direction 

of time (see Bowin, 2009). In terms of the drama, therefore, magnitude refers to size 

of the action in relation to the plot progression through time. Furthermore, magnitude 

is believed to provide the drama with a degree of causal coherence which the audience 

can follow (Rice, 2017). Magnitude is therefore a function of plot and of unity, where 

the actions of the drama ultimately lead to one significant action. 

For Freytag (1894 [1900]:61, 62) the meaning of the action is important in terms of the 

correlation of the action to the character. Freytag (1894 [1900]:62) believed that 

incongruence between a character’s strong passion or “extreme agitation” and the 

inadequate action would leave the audience wanting and disappointed.  

 

4.6.5. The progression of plot  

Literary theorists have a fundamental perception of time as a linear process, thereby 

exhibiting cause and effect (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:38). Furthermore, literary 

theorists have an understanding that action leads to consequence in a causal 

arrangement (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:27). It is that perception and understanding of time 

that allows us to perceive yesterday as occurring before today and tomorrow as 

occurring after today. Time is therefore part of our understanding nature (Aristotle, 335 

BCE [1974]:36). In the consideration of Freytag and Aristotle’s understanding of the 

linear progression of time in storytelling, a continuity of action must exist through time 

for a story to be believable.  

The continuity of action is important to storytelling, as it gives the impression of a 

sequence of events (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:36). In order for the audience to be 

properly deceived and absorbed the sequence of events in a story must be 

maintained, either through the unravelling of a plot or the complication of plot. 
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4.6.6. Plot structure 

According to Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:40, 41), there were two forms of plot structure: 

a plot that complicates; that is, it becomes more complex and intricate as the audience 

progresses through the plot; and unravelling, whereby the plot makes itself known to 

the audience through its progression. Other theorists have considered plot structure 

from different perspectives. Campbell (1949) famously viewed plot as the journey of a 

protagonist to realise his full virtue through his great struggle. Freytag (1894 

[1900]:115), on the other hand, viewed plot in a more classical sense, consisting of 

five parts, shown in Figure 4.3.  

Freytag’s plot structure, although relatively old, is still used frequently today to 

understand the nature of plot and the character’s progression through it (e.g., Jago, 

2004). Freytag’s plot structure is useful in understanding the plot’s adherence to the 

Aristotelian principles of linear and causal plot progression (Stern, 1994:605). 

Freytag’s structure has thus been used in marketing academia to explain the nature 

of plot progression in television advertisement (e.g., Quesenberry & Coolsen, 2014) 

and online video advertisement (Quesenberry & Coolsen, 2019).  

Freytag’s five parts (1894 [1900]:115) include: the “introduction”, which refers to the 

introduction of setting, character and the premise of the story; the “rising movement”, 

which refers to the action that initiates the story and gives cause for increasing 

suspense leading to the act of highest intensity; the “climax” (this is the result of this 

rising suspense and is the height of action in the story); the “downward movement” 

(the accumulation of the reaction to the climax decreasing in intensity and resulting in 

the conflict resolution); and lastly the “catastrophe” which ends the story and is either 

delightful or tragic. 
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Figure 4.3: Freytag’s plot structure 

 

Adapted from: Freytag (1894 [1900]:115) Freytag’s technique of the drama 

 

Freytag’s plot structure is discussed in greater detail in the following sections. 

 

4.6.6.1. The introduction 

Freytag (1894 [1900]:116) began his discussion of the introduction by referencing the 

“ancient’”, by which he meant the Greek use of a prologue to communicate the 

principal action to the audience; to which Shakespeare delivers the contrary. Other 

interpretations of Freytag have called the introduction the “exposition” (Quesenberry 

& Coolsen, 2019:3), the “inciting moment” (Quesenberry & Coolsen, 2014:439), or 

simply the “beginning” (Stern, 1994:605). For Shakespeare, the introduction, rich with 

dramatic movement, “has become an organic part of the dramatic structure” (Freytag, 

1894 [1900]:116); thus, the introduction does not form its own dramatic unit. 
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The rising movement 
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The purpose of the introduction for Freytag (1894 [1900]:118) was to introduce the 

time, action and setting of the drama. In essence, Freytag alluded to the importance 

of the introduction in setting the mood of the drama with a “clearly defining keynote, a 

finished scene and the transition into the exciting force” (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:121). 

Additionally, Freytag (1984 [1900]:119) believed that the great poet should bring a 

sufficient “counter-play” in the introduction itself that yields the power to bring about 

an exposition of the action.  

 

4.6.6.1.1. The exciting force 

The beginning of the rising movement is referred to by Freytag (1894 [1900]:121) as 

the exciting force whereby the ‘soul’ of the hero is confronted with a feeling or violation 

that sets the hero into motion. For Bruner (1908:6) however, a distinction exists 

between what Freytag refers to as the exciting force and what Bruner (1908) refers to 

as the “inciting incident”. For Bruner (1908:7) in contrary to Freytag, the exciting force 

should be separated from the exciting commencement of the action. For Freytag (1894 

[1900]:121) the exciting force comes as a result of the counter-play present in the 

introduction. Freytag refers to the counter-play as the opposing force to the exciting 

force (1894 [1900]:121).  

 

4.6.6.2. The rising movement 

Freytag (1894 [1900]:124) refers to the “rising movement” as the succession of action 

or events that increase in magnitude, reserving the chief action for the climax where 

the story reaches maximum emotional intensity. Quesenberry and Coolsen (2014:439) 

interpret this movement as the “complication” whereby the story becomes increasingly 

complex. Stern (1994:606), on the other hand, considered this movement in terms of 

the revealing of the character’s motivations. The rising movement; however, can best 

be understood as the progression of the plot towards the chief action.  
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Before the onset of the rising movement, the dramatic action has already begun and 

the audience’s interest must already be awakened (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:124). Freytag 

(1894 [1900]:124) Emphasised with great importance that, if the characters involved 

in the counter play, have not been introduced, they should be introduced immediately. 

Crucial in the rising movement is the increased intensity to which the scenes unfold, 

reserving the “chief” scene for the climax (Freytag (1894 [1900]:127). In line with 

Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:36) Freytag (1894 [1900]:127) believed that the actions 

leading up to the climax of the drama should increase in magnitude, leaving the action 

of the highest intensity for the climax. 

 

4.6.6.3. The climax 

The climax of the drama, according to Freytag (1894 [1900]:127), is the moments in 

the drama where the results of the rising movement are realised. It is this scene in 

which the most dramatic and vivid imagery must be presented, for it is the point of the 

drama with the highest significance (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:128). The climax is also the 

moment of highest emotional intensity (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:129).  

Freytag specifically mentioned on page 129 that this should occur at the middle of the 

drama. Not only is the climax in the middle of the drama temporally, but it is also in the 

juxtaposition of two forces, “upward” and “downward” (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:130). It is 

this juxtaposition of the two forces that begin the downward movement. In other words, 

this juxtaposition between the upward and downward forces can be considered as the 

turning point in a story (e.g., Stern, 1994). 

 

4.6.6.4. The downward movement 

The downward movement involves the direction of the characters away from the force 

that progressed the plot to the climax (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:133). This movement has 
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also been described and interpreted as the “resolution” (Jago, 2004:50; Stern, 

1994:606). 

Freytag (1894 [1900]:133) suggests the introduction of new roles or new forces to 

direct the action away from the climax. This movement can be understood as the result 

of the breaking point in the character which causes a new perspective that is 

undertaken. For example, a villain may begin to lose control, or a hero comes to a 

realisation. The downward movement manifests itself as the ‘force of final suspense’. 

Freytag (1894 [1900]:135) in agreement with Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:36) and many 

others through the poetics discourse that the catastrophe should not come as a 

complete surprise to the audience. It is the force of final suspense that delivers the 

audience from the climax to the catastrophe. For Freytag (1894 [1900]:135) the issue 

of magnitude is important at this stage because the size of the climax should be 

proportionate to the size of the downfall of the protagonist or protagonists. The power 

of this downfall lies in the possibility of a happy ending (Freytag (1894 [1900]:136), 

allowing a degree of hope to be held by the audience.  

 

4.6.6.5. Catastrophe 

The catastrophe refers to the closing action of the drama (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:137). 

Freytag (1894 [1900]:137) warns against sparing the life of the hero and ending with 

a so-called tender-hearted ending. Other literary theorists, however, suggest that the 

ending of a drama may be either dread or happy (e.g., Dennis, 1712 [1974]:370; 

Hedelin 1657 [1974]:247). To avoid limiting the final events of a story to tragedy, the 

catastrophe has often been referred to as the “dénouement” (e.g., Quesenberry & 

Coolsen, 2014:439; Jago, 2004). By replacing the word catastrophe with dénouement, 

the final act of the story can result is either a happy or a tragic ending. 

The dénouement is born as the necessary consequence of the actions of the plot, 

therefore bringing the soul of the story into light (Freytag (1894 [1900]:138). 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



139 

 

 

Furthermore, because the dénouement is a consequence of the action, it requires no 

elaboration or explanation (Freytag (1894 [1900]:138), as it occurs as a probable result 

of the action. In other words, the dénouement is the conversion of the events of the 

story into the dénouement (Donatus, 350 [1974]:100). 

 

4.6.7. Action through conflict 

The progression through plot relies on the succession of events resultant from action 

(Freytag, 1894 [1900]:79). This action occurs from both the will of the characters 

(Brunetiere, 1894 [1914]:76) and the situation in which the characters find themselves 

(Brunetiere, 1914 [1894]:69). The audience can only experience catharsis through the 

empathy of character (Greenhut, 1949:357). Therefore, it is the action of the 

characters that ultimately lead the audience to catharsis.  

In order for the characters to commit to the action in a believable and probable way 

there must be just reason for the action. Freytag (1894 [1900]:12) describes 

commitment to the action by the characters as the colour of the plot. Without conflict 

to facilitate the action the story would not progress in a believable and probable way, 

therefore not resulting in narrative transportation or catharsis. 

Shaw (1909: xviii) believed that action arises through the conflict of an unsettled idea 

which forces the characters to decide and commit to an action. The characters’ 

morality is revealed according to the decision they make; therefore, the manner to 

which they handle the conflict (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:36). Archer’s consideration 

of drama as a crisis that must be resolved (1912:30) is consistent with Freytag 

whereby the essence of a drama is the resolution of “crisis”.  
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4.6.8. The conscious will of the characters 

Brunetiere (1914 [1894]:76) believed that there is no true action besides the conscious 

desire of the characters themselves. In other words, action can only be committed by 

intention and decision-making from the will of the characters. With action committed 

by characters by their own will, the decisions made reveal truth about who they are. It 

is through the recognition of truth that the audience can experience catharsis (Keesey, 

1978:198). This idea was echoed by Freud (1900 [1938]) with multiple references to 

story and its association with character and memory (see, p. 151, p. 204, and p. 259). 

Other dramatic theorists have stressed that those that construct a story must first 

submerge themselves in the characters and develop the stories from their point of view 

(Schopenhauer, 1818 [1974]:519). By using this method, authors are able to construct 

the plot using the conscious will of the characters. However, there must exist a reason 

for action. The characters of a story must first be exposed to a conflict in which the 

ego or conscious desire of the characters can be exposed through their responses to 

the situation. Polti (1917 [1921]) insisted that this conflict is resultant upon the dramatic 

situation in which the characters find themselves. 

 

4.6.9. Dramatic situations that facilitate the conflict 

Gozzi (1796 [1890]) was the first to propose that there is a limit to the number of 

possible dramatic situations that may result in a conflict. Gozzi (1796 [1890]) believed 

that there were exactly thirty-six possible dramatic situations. Through great attempted 

criticism of his work, most notably by Friedrich Schiller, who went to great lengths to 

find more but were unable to find as many. Furthermore, Polti (1917 [1921]) attempted, 

with a greater sample of literary works, to discover more but found exactly thirty-six. 

Polti’s The thirty-six dramatic situations outlines the dramatic situations as broad 

categories with specific sub-categories in each category. Shaw (1909: svii) believed 

that the author should first maintain an idea of the dramatic situation before 
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commencing with the construction of the plot. Brunetiere (1914 [1894]:76) also 

understood this importance of conflict arising from situation. For a character’s actions 

to be sufficiently believable to achieve narrative transportation and catharsis, the 

audience must understand why the character makes a particular decision. Without this 

knowledge, there can be no recognition and reconciliation of the emotion in reference 

to the events that unfold in the story. Therefore, the audience would not be able to 

recognise the moral truth present in the story.  

However, a problem and a restriction to the freedom of creatively of writing do exist, 

as authors will be restricted to variations of exactly thirty-six kinds. Burns and Goodrich 

(2015:417) therefore propose that the dramatic situations should be used as an 

analytical aesthetic tool to categorise stories.  

 

4.7. CONCLUSION 

Eleven aesthetic elements are by no means an exhaustive list. These eleven aesthetic 

elements, however, provide a basis to which exemplar brand stories can be evaluated. 

The purpose of this chapter was not to provide a meta-analysis of literary theory and 

all the aesthetic elements present in the discourse, for that would be a full project on 

its own. The purpose of this chapter was to explore the dominant aesthetic elements 

commonly associated with the tragedy which are used in an effort to elicit fear and 

compassion.  

A pragmatist position to aesthetic value was taken. The pragmatist position allows for 

objective evaluation of art in terms of its aesthetic value (Shusterman, 2015:184). 

Using Anderson’s cross-cultural model for the evaluation of art (1995), brand 

storytelling can be critically evaluated by considering exemplar standards that achieve 

specific practical functions. Chapter 2 explored the practical function of brand 

storytelling as the development and maintenance of brand-self congruency through 

the experience of the transportation effect. Chapter 3 explored storytelling as an 

inherently human experience that allows for both the understanding and maintenance 
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of the symbolic self as well as the emotional connections between the self and the 

other through empathy, specifically cognitive empathy. Lastly, this chapter provided 

the exemplar standards to which exemplar brand stories can be evaluated in terms of 

their aesthetic value.  
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5.1. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relevance of traditional literary theory 

for brand storytelling in the South African context. The approach to this investigation 

involved the consultation of psychologists, storytelling experts and brand storytellers. 

This chapter details the method to which the researcher addressed the purpose of the 

study.  

Taking a social constructivist research perspective and utilising a triangulation 

strategy, the researcher made use of literature, expert interviews and case studies to 

explore the phenomenon of brand storytelling as well as the relevance that traditional 

literary theory may have for brand storytelling. Using triangulation, this study offers a 

triadic (the self, literary theory, brand storytellers) perspective on brand storytelling. 

This chapter begins with an outline of the research problem and the gap in the 

marketing literature that this thesis addresses. Then, a discussion on the research 

paradigm adopted by the researcher, namely a social constructivist epistemology in a 

relativist ontological paradigm, ensues. Based on this research paradigm a qualitative 

methodology is then outlined. In the qualitative methodology, the approach to data 

collection, sampling plan and research process is detailed. Finally, an outline of the 

approach undertaken with regards to the data analysis is provided.  

 

5.2. PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Stories have the power to evoke emotional responses from individuals (Woodside, 

2010:534; Dorji, 2010; Forest, 2009) and to elicit meaning (Escalas & Bettman, 

2005:379). Brands can therefore utilise storytelling to elicit emotional responses from 

consumers (Aguirre-Rodriguez, Bosnjak & Sirgy, 2012; Kumar & Shah, 2004) and to 

create congruence between the brand’s image and that of the consumer (Aguirre-

Rodriguez et al., 2012; Hu et al., 2012). It has been determined (see Van Laer, De 

Ruyter, Visconti & Wetzels, 2014:800; Escalas, 2007; Escalas, 2004a) that, through 

the narrative transportation effect, consumers can fully immerse themselves into a 

story and experience the events unfolding as if they were experiencing these 
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themselves (Escalas, 2007; Escalas, 2004b; Green & Brock, 2000:702). Therefore, 

through the transportation effect, consumers can experience empathy with the 

characters in a story (Green & Brock, 2000:702). These empathetic responses can be 

understood as the cathartic experience for the consumer (Woodside, 2010:533), an 

experience that is particularly important for the creation of brand meaning in the mind 

of the consumer.  

Because stories can elicit emotional responses and meaning creation in the minds of 

consumers, brands often incorporate storytelling in their marketing communication 

efforts and such stories are presented across a plethora of media channels. The 

process of communicating brand stories to consumers can be costly due to various 

reasons: (1) story development and execution can entail high production costs and a 

lengthy creative process; (2) telling a story takes time (Stern, 1994: 603) and may thus 

require media space over a longer period of time (Modig, Dahén & Colliander, 

2014:150). For example, Chanel’s #5 advertisement incurred an expense of $33 

million, of which $3 million went to its star actress Nicole Kidman (Martinson, 2004). 

In South Africa, high-quality brand storytelling pieces also incur high expenses. 

Radebe (2018) estimates this expense to exceed 3 million rand. Therefore, when 

brands utilise storytelling, it is of critical importance that it must be constructed as 

effective and impactful as possible. In essence, the stories that brands develop and 

tell must be good stories.  

Beginning with Aristotle’s Poetics there has been much scholarship and discourse 

pertaining to both the purpose of storytelling and the methods and techniques to 

achieve that purpose. Treaties, letters, articles, and books have been written by the 

great literary critics, dramatists, and poetics scholars specifically pertaining to what 

constitutes good storytelling technique. These scholars and authors are well known as 

the authority on storytelling (e.g., Harris, 2016).  

It seems that brand story development can benefit from understanding and employing 

storytelling techniques that have been proven over time – in other words, to ensure 

brand stories are good, the storytelling authority can be consulted. However, initial 

exploration indicated that the rich body of literature and storytelling techniques as 

continuously mastered and developed by great storytelling masters and critics have 
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largely been ignored in brand storytelling research, with the exception of isolated 

techniques and methods such as Freytag’s plot structure. Quesenberry and Coolsen 

(2014:451), for example, suggested further research into the effect that Freytag’s plot 

structure can have on the consumer’s emotional response to a brand story. However, 

a vast number of other storytelling techniques, elements and approaches can also 

impact the consumer’s emotional responses to a brand story. Research pertaining to 

these techniques, elements and approaches are abundant in the literary theory 

discourse, but largely lacking in the brand storytelling domain. Thus, brand storytellers 

are left (1) disconnected from the powerful material available to them from the literary 

theory discourse; and (2) unaware of the nature of the influence stories can have on 

consumers and the diversity of meaningful responses that can be elicited.  

Consequently, the vast array of techniques, elements and approaches that brand 

storytellers can use to develop good stories and to elicit cathartic consumer 

experiences and positive brand-related impact are often overlooked. 

Therefore, it was the purpose of this study to investigate the relevance of traditional 

literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African context. 

 

5.3. PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

This study endeavoured to contribute to improved brand storytelling in the South 

African context. For this purpose, literary theory – representative of the world of 

storytelling – and its contribution to improved brand storytelling was considered. The 

relationship between storytelling and the self was also explored as a manner of gaining 

greater insights about the potential influence of brand storytelling on consumers. 

Finally, brand stories were analysed to ascertain the relevance of literary theory to 

brand storytelling. 

The overall purpose of the study was to investigate the relevance of traditional literary 

theory for brand storytelling in the South African context. The following specific 

objectives were pursued: 
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1. To explore traditional literary theory as a means of understanding the building 

blocks of a good story and the potential it holds for improved brand storytelling 

2. To explore the influence of brand storytelling on consumers by gaining an 

understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the self  

3. To gain an understanding of what a good, aesthetic story entails, with particular 

reference to the world of brand storytelling. 

 

5.4. RESEARCH DESIGN 

The following sections provide an overview of the approach undertaken to realise the 

purpose of the study and to address the objectives of the study. This study adopted a 

social constructivist research paradigm, and therefore a qualitative methodology was 

used. The social constructivist paradigm falls under interpretivist philosophy whereby 

researchers adopt the interpretivist position and consider the social world to be 

constructed by the individuals that make up that social world (Williamson, 2006:84). 

Two secondary research techniques were used, namely a literature review and a case 

study analysis. One primary research technique was used, namely in-depth interviews 

with experts.  

 

5.4.1. Research paradigm 

With the exploration of the storytelling literature, it has been suggested by many 

scholars (see: Rodriguez, 2011; Walsh, 1993) that the manner in which stories are 

told in a given society is determined and crafted by the society itself, and subsequently 

the story crafts the societal narrative. This study, therefore, undertook a research 

position that was consistent with the assumption that storytelling is an inherently social 

action. A social constructivist approach was therefore adopted in the relativism 

position. It is suggested under this approach that truth, and knowledge is a product of 

the society in which an individual resides (Scotland, 2012:12).  

Churchill (1979), in agreement with Jacoby (1978) alluded to the inadequacy of many 

marking research measures during their time. It was observed that marketing 
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researchers effectively operationalise their terms, develop hypotheses based on said 

operationalisation and achieve measures that seem to hold high reliability. However, 

Jacoby (1978:91) suggested that a significant finding cannot show truth if the 

measurement instrument measures the wrong variables. By using explanatory 

methods that are broad by nature, marketing researchers can uncover some meaning 

behind these hypotheses and measures used and tested (Deshpande, 1983:101). 

Hirschman (1986:245) maintains that there is not a single research paradigm that 

researchers should follow. In fact, there are multiple paradigms with their own utility 

which may complement each other. In this section, the research paradigm that was 

used in this thesis is unpacked in greater detail.  

 

5.4.1.1. A social constructivist epistemology 

Epistemology deals with how we know that the knowledge asserted is indeed 

knowledge (Scotland, 2012:12). The epistemology is shown as the third circle from the 

innermost circle in Figure 5.1. In other words, epistemology deals with the relationship 

between knowledge, or the known, and the interpreter of that knowledge, or the 

knower (Guba, 1994:108). When conducting a study that sets out to create meaning 

in storytelling, the researcher must determine how they know that the information holds 

truth. In the constructivist view, knowledge does not exist separately from the language 

and the discourse that it is relevant to (Seale, 1999:470). For example, storytelling, as 

a practice, may hold different meaning for the different cultures that engage with it. 

Table 5.1 details the different types of epistemology a researcher can adopt.  
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Figure 5.1: Relationship between methodology, epistemology and ontology 

 

 

The following table briefly describes the possible epistemological research positions 

that a researcher can use to guide their methodology. 
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Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



150 

 

Table 5.1: The different epistemological positions 

Research 
position 

Description 

Objectivism The objectivist epistemological position infers that knowledge is 
articulated through the systematic organisation of inquiry in theory 
through the collection of methods that help construct the theory 
(Feast & Melles, 2010:2). 

Positivism The positivist epistemological research position aims to explain and 
predict through the establishment of casual links between concepts 
(Hunt, 1991:33). 

Interpretivism The interpretivist epistemological research suggests that social 
reality can only be understood through interpretation (Leitch, Hill & 
Harrison, 2010:69). 

Constructivism The constructivism epistemological position posits that the nature 
of reality is socially constructed, which means that the acquisition 
of knowledge is constructed by participants of research as well the 
researcher themselves (Mir & Watson, 2001:1171). 

Realism The aim of the realism epistemological position is to generalise 
theoretical propositions to determine if phenomena can be 
generalised to other situations (Sobh & Perry, 2005:1195). 

Pragmatism The pragmatist epistemological position suggests that the knower 
can only acquire knowledge through the combination of research 
action and reflection (Biesta, 2015:20). 

 

In a realism or positivism paradigm, knowledge is generally accepted if it is justifiable, 

in the sense that it can be re-tested in experimental conditions and exhibit results that 

are low in type one or type two errors (Morales, Amir & Lee, 2017:467). By justifiable 

Morales et al. (2017:467) means that there need not be an interpreter for the 

knowledge to be true. This self-justified approach, however, cannot be applied in the 

constructivist paradigm. It is assumed in a social-constructivist epistemology that an 

individual’s sense of knowledge is a manifestation of the social environment to which 

they reside (Miller, 2016). Knowledge is therefore confined in a specific social 

construct. To elaborate, in this perspective, it is understood that knowledge, as 

presented in language, is specific to the society that uses said language. Knowledge, 

from the social-constructivist perspective, is true in the social context.  
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The different epistemological positions are described in Table 5.1. The social 

constructivist epistemological position was adopted for this study due to the influence 

of society on an individual’s comprehension and appreciation of stories and storytelling 

(Rodriguez, 2011). In addition to this, according to the constructivist epistemological 

position, there are multiple realities that can be interpreted by an individual and in 

society (Irene, 2014). The goal of this research, therefore, was to uncover these 

realities and ascertain themes present across different interpretations. By combining 

the different interpretations of storytelling from different perspectives, a broader 

understanding of the relevance of literary theory for brand storytelling can be 

established across different social contexts. Furthermore, with the combination of both 

the theoretical and methodological perspective, the researcher can validate meaning 

uncovered in the data (Williamson, 2006:86) in what is known as triangulation. Before 

a discussion of the methodological framework can be done, a brief note on the 

ontological position of the researcher is detailed. 

 

5.4.1.2. The relativist ontological position 

While epistemology concerns itself with the relationship between the knower and the 

known, ontology deals with the form that reality takes (Guba & Lincoln, 1994:108). 

Because of the social nature of storytelling, understanding storytelling must involve a 

social constructivist epistemological perspective.  

Relativism is the ontological position which infers that reality is the intersection 

between the individual and society (Scotland, 2012:11). A researcher’s ontological 

position refers to the inferences they make that constitute facts dealing with the nature 

of being (Guarino, Oberle & Staab, 2009:1, 2). Adopting a relativism ontological 

position is, therefore, the anti-thesis to the positivist position, as it asserts that one’s 

reality is formulated by the society and culture to which one resides. The relativist 

ontological position was relevant to this thesis because storytelling is used by 

individuals as part of their cultural understanding of reality (Audelo & Bietti, 2013:15), 

evident in the use of storytelling throughout history as a means of teaching and 

philosophising (e.g., Bezhan, 2013).  
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The philosophical ontological position of relativism shares common themes with 

realism and pragmatism in that it does not assert the “in-built natural kind of structure 

independent of human conceptual intervention” (Sankey, 2000:73). Taking this 

position was therefore useful for study, as the researcher could inquire about the 

individual’s subjective experience of storytelling. It is crucially important to mention that 

taking this position does not reject the notion of objective reality, nor is it inferior in 

terms of truth or usefulness (Hugly & Sayward, 1987); it merely refines truth and reality 

to the domain of its own discourse. 

 

5.4.2. Trustworthiness 

Because the social constructivist epistemological paradigm does not deal with 

objective reality but rather with subjective experience, the findings of the study must 

be shown to be trustworthy. Harrison, MacGibbon and Morton (2001:324) consider 

trustworthiness as meeting the criteria of validity, credibility and believability in 

qualitative research. In qualitative studies, credibility refers to the notion of internal 

consistency between participants and analyses (Morrow, 2005:252), such as the 

commonality of the views are perspectives of participants. Validity deals with a broader 

concept in qualitative, embedded in the particular processes and the intentions of the 

methodology (Golafshani, 2003:602), such as the justification for methodological 

decisions that are made. Validity therefore deals with the marriage of the methodology 

and epistemology in the research. Lastly Lewis (2009) considers trustworthiness in 

effort to present believable findings. In essence, Lewis (2009) illustrates that research 

is believable if the researcher is truthful in their representations of the research 

findings.  

Polkinghorne (2007:474) believes that validity in qualitative research rests in the 

consensus of a “community of speakers”. Therefore, this study made the effort to find 

commonality between the responses of participants across disciplines to improve the 

validity and therefore the trustworthiness of the research. To achieve the 

trustworthiness of the findings, a triangulation strategy was adopted. 
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5.4.2.1. Triangulation to ensure trustworthiness 

Triangulation refers to the qualitative research strategy that tests the validity of the 

findings of the inquiry with the convergence of information from different sources 

(Carter et al., 2014:546). This strategy can be applied with different methods. Lemon 

and Hayes (2020:606) suggest that the end goal of triangulation lies in its ability to 

reduce “systemic bias”, thus improving the trustworthiness of the research. Systemic 

bias refers to the inherent and implicit bias that the researcher brings to the research. 

Further, Patton (1999:1197) considers triangulation as a guard to protect the 

researcher form the bias involved in the use of a single method, a single source, or a 

single investigator.  

Flick (2004:178) considers four types of triangulation. Triangulation of data refers to 

combining data that have been drawn from different sources at different times (Flick, 

2004:178). Investigator triangulation is described as the use of different interpreters to 

evaluate the findings of a study (Flick, 2004:178). Triangulation of theories refers to 

the utilisation of multiple theoretical perspectives to observe a phenomenon (Flick, 

2004:178). Lastly, methodological triangulation uses multiple methods to explore a 

phenomenon (Flick, 2004:178). In the methodology of this study, theoretical, 

methodological and data triangulation were utilised. Ideally, all types of triangulation 

should be used, however, due to the nature of this study as a master’s thesis, multiple 

interpreters could not be consulted in the analysis. The details of the methodology 

follow in the next section. 

 

5.4.3. Research methodology 

Williamson (2006) and Seale (1999:472) emphasise the value of triangulation to 

uncover meaning in qualitative research to achieve a degree of quality and rigour. 

Triangulation involves the observation of a phenomenon from at least two different 

points (Flick, 2004:178; Denzin, 2012:84). Flick (2004:178) considers different forms 

of triangulation, namely triangulation of data, triangulation of method, triangulation of 

theories, and investigator triangulation. This study made use of triangulation of theory, 
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triangulation of method, and triangulation of data. Secondary research involved a 

literature review and a case study analysis. 

 

5.4.3.1. Secondary research design 

This study made use of both primary and secondary data-collection techniques. The 

following section outlines the study’s use of a literature review and a case study 

analysis. Literature was primarily sourced through the Stellenbosch University Library 

as well as its online portal. Secondly, this study has made use of case studies used in 

the analysis in conjunction with interviews. The following section outlines the process 

through which the data for the literature review and case study analysis were gathered.  

 

5.4.3.1.1. Literature review 

Williamson (2006:89) emphasises that qualitative findings should be supported by the 

literature pertaining to that topic. The literature therefore acted as a theoretical 

compass as well as support for the findings of the study. In the social constructivist 

research paradigm, it is understood that multiple subjective realities exist for each 

individual (Irene, 2014). Therefore, for the findings of this study to uncover significant 

meaning, the findings of the primary research must be considered in conjunction with 

the relevant literature pertaining to the subject of the research (Williamson, 2006:85), 

in the case of this study pertaining to storytelling and literary theory. A literature review 

was therefore undertaken with the relevant discourses, including brand storytelling, 

the self and symbolic interactionism, as well as literary theory.  

The Literature review was split into three chapters. These three chapters explored 

three discourses that were relevant to the establishment of an adequate background 

of theory to which this study was based. This section gives a description of the process 

used to gather theory for the inquiry into these discourses. A further justification of why 

these discourses were chosen, as well as an explanation of the content used in these 

discourses, is provided in the research procedure of this chapter in Section 4.5. 
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The literature search was undertaken as an exploratory process, whereby sourced 

articles directed the researcher to new perspectives and directions. Academic articles 

and books were used to compile the theoretical base of the literature review. The 

books used were selected based on their prominence and importance in the poetics, 

dramatic theory and aesthetic criticism literature. Initially, collections of works were 

first consulted to direct the researcher to the relevant and prominent books. 

A key word search on the platform of Google Scholar was primarily used with 

Stellenbosch University Online Library, EBSCOhost, as well as ProQuest. The 

platform further directed the researcher to the correct database through the 

Stellenbosch University online portal. Furthermore, a list of articles was collected and 

acted as the base for further inquiry. The reference list of these articles was then 

scanned for the relevant keywords. Relevant references were subsequently used in 

an additional search on Google Scholar. The articles resulting from this search that 

were available through the Stellenbosch University online portal were then 

downloaded for use in the Literature review. 

 

5.4.3.2. Case studies 

Yin (2012:142) suggests the use of case studies as an exploratory mode of inquiry 

into an unknown phenomenon. There exists academic research in storytelling in 

marketing (see Van Laer et al., 2014; Woodside, 2010; Woodside et al., 2008), which 

deems this research not entirely new. However, there exists a potential need for the 

consideration of literary theory in the effort to understand what distinguishes good 

brand storytelling from bad brand storytelling.  

Baxter and Jack (2008:545), as well as Yin (2003:362) suggest that case studies 

should be considered when the researcher wishes to consider some contextual 

conditions relevant to the phenomenon/phenomena under study. Under the 

constructivist paradigm, stories are interpreted and appraised by the individuals 

experiencing a story. Therefore, in the exploration of the relevance of traditional literary 

theory for brand storytelling, the contextualisation of the audience, or the interpreter, 

should be considered. 
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Case studies were therefore used in this study to provide context to the exploratory 

inquiry into the relevance of literary theory and aesthetic criticism for brand storytelling. 

More specifically, exemplar brand storytelling cases were used to understand and give 

context of how aesthetic criticism can be used to critically evaluate the aesthetics of 

brand storytelling. The use of exemplar cases was suggested by Bronk (2012:6), 

where examples of exemplars for a particular phenomenon can be used to examine 

the elements that make such cases exemplar. By exemplar Bronk (2012) refers to 

case studies considered to be the ideal case, or the case that is most prominent. The 

exemplar case analysis allowed this researcher to explore contextual elements from 

a case text, rather than the extraction of dimensions or codes (Mishler, 1990:435). A 

more detailed description of the method of selection of brand storytelling case studies 

has been provided in the following section. 

Data gathering for case studies was considered to be either secondary or primary, or 

both (Hox & Boejie, 2005). If the compilation of the case study involves the collection 

of data from individuals or organisations themselves, it may be considered to be 

primary research. If, on the other hand, the data for a case study have been collected 

from secondary sources, then it was considered to be secondary research. 

Additionally, in some case study analyses supporting secondary evidence may be 

used by the research in a case study data gathering that is primary in nature (Hox & 

Boejie, 2005:594). The data collection pertaining to the collection of exemplar brand 

storytelling cases was considered to be secondary data collection because the cases 

were collected from secondary sources. A more detailed discussion of the secondary 

data-collection process pertaining to the collection of exemplar brand storytelling 

cases are provided in the following section. 

 

5.4.3.2.1.  Exemplar brand storytelling case studies 

The evaluation of brand storytelling as case studies followed an exemplar 

methodology following the exemplar approach of Bronk (2012). The exemplar 

methodology is typically used to select case study units where the criteria for selection 

involves contextual elements, such as cultural nuances, similar to that used by 
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Matsuba and Walker (2005). Therefore, the exemplar methodology is useful to this 

study because of the contextual nature of storytelling. 

 

5.4.3.2.1. a. Selection of sampling units for brand storytelling 

The case study analysis made use of an exemplar methodology. The first step to an 

exemplar methodology is the selection of appropriate cases (Bronk, 2012:7) to which 

three approaches are suggested, namely the definitional approach, the expert 

approach, and the outcome approach. The definitional approach involves utilising 

appropriate literature to direct exemplar case selection. This approach was not 

selected for this study because there is little literature pertaining directly to brand 

storytelling to draw reliable criteria from. The expert approach involves asking experts 

to develop a criterion for the selection of cases (Bronk, 2012:7). This approach is 

useful when there are hidden criteria that require expert opinion. Lastly, the outcome 

approach involves selecting cases that have achieved a specific outcome, such as an 

award.  

The outcome approach was selected for this study because an established institution 

exists to which brand communications awards are given, namely the Loerie awards 

(Bronk, 2012; Matsuba & Walker, 2005). The Loerie awards award marketing 

campaigns, art and communications in Africa and the Middle East. Brand stories that 

are South African and achieved either a Grand Prix, Gold Award or a Silver Award, 

were selected. These awards are the highest award categories at the Loerie, and they 

include the most acclaimed brand storytelling efforts.  

The method to which the sample size that was determined from Malterud, Siersma 

and Guassora’s “information power” (2015:2) was considered. Guest, Bunce and 

Johnson (2006:61) suggest the use of at least six interviews as an initial predictor of 

sample size, although much of the storytelling literature typically use only one or two 

case studies (e.g., Bezhan, 2013; Evans, 2010; Gentile, 2007). Natow (2020:166) 

suggests that valuable information from sources that are rich in valuable information, 

such as expert interviews and exemplar case studies still exhibit some bias. Therefore, 
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for qualitative research that includes the collection of information from experts, 

exemplars can utilise triangulation to improve internal validity from the verification of 

the information from various sources.  

To offer the most comprehensive overview on brand storytelling, examples of 

exemplar brand stories were selected that include the greatest amount of sensory 

information. Stories that include both imagery and sound have greater contextual 

elements that can be considered in the analysis. Therefore, film advertisements were 

selected for analysis. The video for these film advertisements were then storyboarded 

and analysed. The stories were not transcribed or scripted because the researcher 

attempted to maintain the context of the imagery.  

 

5.4.4. Primary research design 

The following section outlines the process to which the primary data collection was 

undertaken. The researcher has followed a social constructivist research paradigm to 

the primary data collection in a relativist ontological position. Under the social 

constructivist position, the researcher was able to uncover meaning in terms of the 

primary research participants' own perspective and cross-referencing these 

perspectives with that of other participants.  

In the effort to fulfil the overall purpose of the study, namely, to explore the relevance 

of traditional literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African context, 

interviews with experts complemented the literature uncovered and the exemplar 

cases. By conducting interviews with experts in psychology, storytelling and brand 

storytelling, this study was able to consider the intersections between literary theory, 

the consumer as the audience, and the brand’s storytelling effort. 

 

5.4.4.2. Qualitative research type 

Because a social constructivist paradigm was adopted, qualitative data collection 

ensued. Through a qualitative analysis, meaning was constructed as a function of the 
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researcher’s interpretation during the data-gathering process. After the data-gathering 

process, the researcher subsequently generated themes and meaning from the 

consideration of the perspectives of participants (Krauss, 2005:766). The inquiry, 

therefore, described the perspective of the participants as it appears or as it is shared 

(Polkinghorne, 2005:140). In other words, with the face-to-face interviews, meaning is 

shared through the exchange of language (Polkinghorne, 2005:138). In combination 

with this audio language data, the researcher took care in observing non-verbal 

communication and subtext. This combination allowed for the gathering of thick data 

which are beyond mere descriptions of accounts of events (Ponterotto, 2006:545). 

 

5.4.4.3. Primary research methodology 

In the social constructivist research paradigm, the researcher adopted a qualitative 

research design. The qualitative research design of this study concerned itself with the 

exploration of storytelling in non-numerical terms (Zikmund & Babin, 2010:133). The 

research methodology therefore sought to gather collections of ideas, opinions and 

perspectives that are expressed through non-numerical terms. 

 

5.4.4.3.1. Unstructured in-depth interviews with experts 

The primary research technique that was used for the inquiry of this study was 

unstructured in-depth focused interviews. An in-depth interview involves a face-to-face 

encounter between a researcher and a participant directed specifically at a certain 

topic discussed from their perspective in their own words (MacDougall & Fudge, 

2001:119).  

Under the social constructivist research paradigm of this study interviews were 

conducted to capture the participants’ own perspectives on the inquiries of the study, 

namely an inquiry into the interrelationship between storytelling and the self; an inquiry 

into storytelling practice; and an inquiry into brand storytelling. Interviews were 

unstructured to allow for the participants’ own perspectives to come through. In-depth 
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interviews involved inquiries into themes that are unstructured to semi-structured and 

to which a narrow conversation topic can be observed (Hopf, 2004:205). The 

researcher then directed the interview into a specific and defined point of inquiry using 

probing questions as opposed to a rigid set of questions.  

 

5.4.4.3.1. a. The advantage of in-depth interviews 

The in-depth interview method was advantageous for this study because of the nature 

of the objectives of this study as well as the research paradigm adopted. More 

specifically, this study aimed to explore the relevance of traditional literary theory for 

brand storytelling in the South African context. Traditional literary theory involved 

literary criticism which took an aesthetic perspective on literature. 

Because the topic of ‘aesthetic’, ‘beauty’, or ‘good’ is so broad and interdisciplinary, 

the conversation needed to be narrow and specific to the subject of each inquiry as to 

avoid losing sight of the objectives of the interviews and the study itself. More 

specifically: interviews with experts in psychology involved a discussion of the use of 

storytelling and stories by individuals themselves; interviews with storytelling experts 

involved a discussion of aesthetic elements of storytelling from an aesthetic lens in 

literary theory; and interviews with brand storytelling experts involved discussions 

surrounding brand stories and brand storytelling in the South African context. As 

mentioned previously, perspectives uncovered in these interviews were explored with 

direction from the interviewer. This direction can be understood as a funnel approach. 

 

5.4.4.3.1. b. The funnel approach as the interview technique 

The funnel approach was adopted whereby the interviews started on a broader topic 

and filtered down to more specific questions (Hartwig, Granhag & Luke, 2014:19). In 

using this approach, the interviewer was able to exhaust the topic of inquiry by 

covering the necessary background information before focusing on specific questions 

later in the interview (Sternberg, Lamb, Esplin & Baradaran, 1999:70).  
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The interviews followed a process similar to that adopted by Sternberg et al. (1999). 

Firstly, introductions initiated the interview, and acquaintance was established 

between the researcher, the participant and the participant’s work and field of 

expertise. Secondly, general discussions ensued where conversations around the 

broad topics allowed the participant to begin talking freely about the subject. Thirdly, 

more specific questions and probing questions were asked to approach the objective 

of the interview with a logical direction. Lastly, the objective of the interview was 

addressed directly. Although the interviews did not follow a structured approach, 

discussion guides were compiled to help the researcher to direct the conversation in 

the correct direction and ask the appropriate probing questions. These discussion 

guides are provided in the Appendix C. 

 

5.4.4.3.1. c. The use of triangulation 

Using triangulation, the research was able to collect perspectives from individuals that 

took different approaches to the subject of storytelling (Flick, 2004:173). The use of 

triangulation, in this case, broadened the researcher’s approach as per the suggestion 

of Golafshani (2003:603), as it could be used to evaluate the validity and reliability of 

the entirety of the study.  

A further discussion of how the researcher evaluated the trustworthiness of the study 

is provided in the data analysis section of this chapter.  

Additionally, because of the differences between the points of inquiry for each group 

of participants, it can be argued that theoretical triangulation was also used. 

Theoretical triangulation refers to the use of different theoretical constructs to 

approach a particular problem (Denzin, 1978:339). Approaching the research 

objectives from the perceptive of the self, of storytelling as a creative art form, and 

from the perspective of brand storytellers therefore used theoretical triangulation. 

The participants that participated in the study were split into three categories to 

correspond with the three subjects of inquiry: experts on psychoanalytical theory; 
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experts on storytelling and literary theory; and expert brand storytellers. Therefore, in 

this method of inquiry, triangulation of data categories (Denzin, 1978:340) was used.  

 

5.4.4.4. Ethical considerations for expert interviews 

This research was classified as low risk and approved by the Stellenbosch University 

Ethics Committee. Although the research was classified as low risk, it made use of 

human participants, and therefore some ethical considerations are briefly described in 

this chapter. As a low-risk study, however, a detailed and comprehensive ethics 

consideration was not as necessary as it would be the case for a medium or high-risk 

study.  

Allmark, Boote, Chambers, Clarke, McDonnell and Thompson (2009:49, 50) suggest 

that there are five major themes relating to ethics for in-depth interviews: privacy and 

confidentiality; informed consent; harm; dual role and over-involvement; and politics 

and power. The participants included in the research were considered as non-

vulnerable, as they were in a profession that they have chosen and engage with on a 

regular basis. An alternative approach has been suggested by Kaiser (2009:1634), 

whereby the interview participant plays a more active role in how the data from the 

interview are used. Kaiser (2009:1632) suggests the exclusion of identifiable 

information uncovered in the interview process. During the interview process, 

examples of works, stories and productions were discussed that could identify the 

participant. These examples were omitted from the analysis to protect the anonymity 

of the participant.  

 

5.4.4.5. Sampling design 

Because this research involved the use of case studies and interviews, two sampling 

plans were required. More specifically, interviews required primary data collection, 

while case studies required secondary data collection. This study is not bound by 

demographic information such as age, gender, race and income; rather, this study 

seeks out those with the relevant expertise to provide expert opinions. This section 
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outlines the sampling methods used for the selection of participants for interviews and 

for the selection of case studies.  

 

5.4.4.5.1. Sampling design for the selection of expert interview participants 

Purposive sampling is suggested by Barratt, Ferris, and Lenton (2015:5) for the 

selection of data units that are not bound by demographic or geographic criterion. 

Purposive sampling, which is also known as judgement sampling, is a nonprobability 

sampling technique that involves the selection of sampling units according to the 

information that is required by the researcher by the researcher’s own judgement 

(Noor, 2008:1603). Purposive sampling is frequently used when conducting qualitative 

research with hidden populations (Abrams, 2010:542). A hidden population exists 

when sample frame construction is impractical because of the small size of the target 

population, or there is some difficulty in locating specific units in the population 

(Salganik & Heckathorn, 2004:198). Psychologists, Storytelling experts, and brand 

storytelling experts, were considered to be rare and difficult to locate. 

A search was conducted to locate individuals that work professionally in a particular 

position, have published articles and books that are relevant to the objectives of the 

study and individuals who are known in their industry for their expertise. Social media 

such as LinkedIn as well as search portals such as Psychology Today were used to 

identify specific individuals that hold the specific expertise. These channels were 

selected because they can be used by professions to profile their skills and expertise. 

Furthermore, it was possible to view their published works through these portals. 

Additionally, academics were sourced from various University websites, specifically, 

Stellenbosch University, The University of the Western Cape, and The University of 

Cape Town. The criteria for each group of participants are provided in Table 5.2. 
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Table 5.2: Criteria for selection of expert interview participants 

Interview group Criteria 

Psychologists  Currently working as a clinical psychologist and engage in 
storytelling or narrative therapy with clients or are 
academics that have published books and papers specific 
to narrative theory, narrative therapy, or storytelling. 

Storytelling experts  Have engaged in the story-writing process, 
 Have been directly involved in the production of a play, 

television series, movie, documentary, novel, or opera.  

Brand storytellers  Are a marketing and/or advertising professional currently 
working in a senior position, 

 Are involved in the creative process with regards to 
marketing communication, 

 Use storytelling to some degree in their creative process. 

 

The following section describes the use of snowball sampling to reach experts with the 

criteria shown in table 5.2. 

 

5.4.4.5.2.  The use of snowball sampling in expert sampling design 

Another effective sampling method used to reach hidden populations is snowball 

sampling (Salganik & Heckathorn, 2004:197). Snowball sampling involves the referral 

by some sampling units to additional sampling units in the hidden population 

(Heckathorn, 1997:174). Noy (2008:329) argues that snowball sampling leads to 

dynamic moments where unique social knowledge can be generated under more 

nuanced hermeneutics. This method was useful for this study, as it allowed the 

researcher to access individuals that were not known to the researcher prior to the 

interview process. In addition to referrals from participants to others, individuals that 

declined to be interviewed often referred the researcher to colleagues.  
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5.4.4.5.3. Selection of sampling units for expert interviews 

Critical case sampling is usually popular in the initial stages of qualitative research 

(Etikan, Musa & Alkassim 2016:3). In the critical case sampling method, a select 

number of critical sampling units were identified and examined (Etikan et al., 2016:3). 

Using the critical case sampling method, the researcher identified two key individuals 

in each expert group that were determined to exhibit the required expertise based on 

the criteria shown in Table 5.1. After the initial stages of the interview process, both 

purposive and snowball sampling were used to further the inquiry.  

Snowball sampling involves the use of experts as subjects in the sample design 

(Heckathorn, 1997:174). Experts that were used for this study, therefore aided in the 

identification of other experts that may assist the inquiry, as per the critical case 

method and snowball method.  

 

5.4.4.5.3. a. The use of saturation sampling for the determination of sample size 

Because there was no clearly identified population, it was difficult to determine in 

advance how large the sample size should be. This sampling plan therefore made use 

of saturation sampling. Saturation sampling does not have a specific sample size 

(Ryan & Bernard, 2003:105); therefore, decisions regarding sample size were made 

during the interview process. More specifically, saturation sampling involves the 

continuation of the data-gathering process until patterns emerge in the findings and 

no new themes are identified (Malterud et al., 2015:6).  

It is important at the initial stages of inquiry as well as throughout the inquiry to carefully 

consider the samples’ “information power” (Malterud et al., 2015:2). Malterud et al. 

(2015:2) propose the use of “information power” as a means of giving some 

predictability to the appropriate size of the sample. Information power refers to the size 

of information that the sample holds and therefore may be used as a predictor to the 

size of the sample when it approaches saturation. A sample with high information 

power therefore requires a smaller size. By considering information power the 
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researcher was able to determine sample size pre-emptively as opposed to 

reactionary as an initial starting point. A starting point was selected based on 

information power to allow the research to plan interviews in advance, thus acting 

proactively instead of reactively. Thereafter, interviews were conducted until saturation 

was observed in the findings. It was determined that psychologists’ and storytelling 

experts’ interview responses would yield data with high information power, while brand 

storytellers would yield low information power. This was determined because the 

relationship between the story and the self is well documented in the psychology 

discipline; the same applies for storytelling for storytelling experts. Brand storytellers, 

on the other hand, operate with less storytelling theory in a marketing context. 

 

5.4.4.5.3.  b. The selection of sample units 

Initially, a list was compiled of critical interview participants and their contributions, in 

terms of publications, to their specific field of inquiry. These participants had a working 

knowledge of the subject of inquiry and a unique perspective. Potential participants in 

each of the three inquiries were ranked in terms of relevance to the study based on 

their academic or creative contributions to the subject of inquiry. Participants were 

therefore ranked according to their information power. Because these experts were in 

different fields, the ranking criteria were different for each inquiry as well as each group 

with the inquiry. In the first inquiry, into the interrelationship between the story and the 

self, experts were ranked based on their contributions in terms of publications of theory 

of the self. For example, psychologists who published more publications pertaining to 

psychoanalysis were ranked higher than others. Secondly, storytelling experts were 

grouped into two categories, literature scholars and storytelling experts.  

 

5.4.5. Research procedure 

The qualitative method of triangulation allows for multiple methods, theory and data 

categories to broaden the perspective of the researcher. This section describes the 

process that the researcher took in line with the technique of triangulation. The process 
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is first summarised in Table 5.3. then elaborated on further in this section. The purpose 

of this section is to provide a description of the overarching research process that this 

study used. This section does not elaborate on the procedure to data collection, as 

this was discussed previously in this chapter. Instead, this section provides additional 

justification as to why each inquiry and each phase fits where it does in the process. 

The nature of this primary research was exploratory. The qualitative research 

technique of triangulation allowed the researcher to use multiple sources to provide a 

triadic perspective of the relevance of traditional literary theory for brand storytelling in 

South Africa. The triangulation technique additionally allowed the researcher to offer 

rich insights and establish trustworthiness and credibility in the findings.  

 

Table 5.3: Research process 

First 
phase 

Second phase Third 
phase 

Fourth 
phase 

Literature 
review 

Inquiry into the 
interrelationship 
between the 
story and the 
self 

 

Method: 

 Expert 
interviews 

Inquiry into 
South African 
storytelling 

 

Method: 

 Expert 
interviews 

Inquiry into 
South African 
brand 
Storytelling 

 

Method: 

 Expert 
interviews 

 Case 
studies 

Thematic 
and within-
case 
analysis 

Uncover the 
relevance of 
traditional 
literary theory 
for brand 
storytelling in 
the South 
African context 

 

The following sections unpack the research process in greater detail. 

 

5.4.5.3. First phase 

The first phase involved an exploration into the academic literature. Because the 

marketing literature has sparsely discussed the aesthetics of brand storytelling, the 
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literature review involved the consultation of multiple spheres of academic literature, 

specifically brand storytelling, dramatic theory, literary criticism, poetics, the 

philosophy of art, theories of the self with psychology and sociology, and the history 

of human storytelling in the field of anthropology. The specific approach taken by the 

researcher for the exploration of these academic fields for the purpose of this research 

is discussed in greater depth in the following sections. 

 

5.4.5.3.1. Brand storytelling 

Although the brand storytelling literature has been sparse, it has been brought to the 

fore by some marketing academics, most notably Alan Woodside, Tom van Laer, 

Jennifer Escalas and Barbara Stern. Woodside opened up the study of brand 

storytelling in a special issue in the Journal Psychology and Marketing, to which he 

was the editor. Escalas, Stern, and Van Laer further explored the phenomenon of 

narrative transportation to explain the consumers’ immersion into the story.  

Literature for this part of the literature review has been primarily sourced from 

academic articles in peer-reviewed journals. The researcher first approached the 

Psychology and Marketing special issue in storytelling. Sourcing the references used 

in those articles, a deeper search was conducted into the interdisciplinary theory 

related to brand storytelling. Uncovered in this search was the central tenant to brand 

storytelling, being the relationship individuals have with symbols such as a brand 

symbol or a story symbol.  

 

5.4.5.3.2. The relationship between the story and the self 

The relationship between the story and the self was explored in an effort to understand 

how and why consumers tell and use stories. In this exploration, the effect brand 

storytelling has on consumers can inform the relevance of traditional literary theory for 

brand storytelling. More specifically, this exploration can uncover the effect that 
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aesthetic elements in a brand story may have on the consumer that experiences the 

story.  

Storytelling is understood as an inherently human exercise (Dorji, 2010) that has been 

around since pre-historic times (Czarnecki, 2009:6). It is understood that individuals 

hold a symbolic sense of self (Sedikides & Skowronsi, 2000:92) and use storytelling 

to both understand and express that symbolic self (Denzin, 2016:82; Stryker, 2008:23; 

Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997:83). The purpose of this section of the literature review 

was to explore how and why individuals tell and use stories. This explanation provides 

theoretical justification for the practical function of brand storytelling: that is, to create 

an emotional connection with consumers through brand image, self-image 

congruency. 

Because the researcher did not have much expertise in these fields, textbooks were 

primarily consulted in the initial discovery of these fields of study. Once the researcher 

has gained an elementary understanding of these fields, journal articles were 

consulted. Themes were uncovered through the elementary study of the self in 

psychology. Then, important themes were used in a key word search through the 

Google Scholar platform that directed the researcher to the appropriate electronic 

journal. 

 

5.4.5.3.3. Aesthetic criticism in literary theory  

Literary theory concerns itself with the manner to which one can evaluate and 

understand literature (Bressler, 1994:4). Literary theory was explored in the literature 

review to uncover the aesthetic elements that may be relevant for brand storytelling in 

South Africa. The purpose of this chapter was to both present the prominent theory for 

aesthetics and literary theory as well as to provide weight to those theories. Therefore, 

in effort to build weight to these theories, the most prominent texts and scholars were 

consulted, much like the approach taken by modern aesthetics and literary theory 

academics.  
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This section provided both the aesthetic elements that make up a good story as well 

as the justification of how aesthetics can be used to objectively evaluate works of art. 

From reference of Anderson’s (1995) model for the examination of art, the elements 

of the story itself can be evaluated on its ability to achieve a specific function. 

 

5.4.5.3.3. a. Aesthetic criticism  

Aesthetic criticism involves the evaluation of the elements that make up a work of art 

(Smith, 1968:21). The purpose of this section was to develop an understanding of art 

that can be operationalised to be evaluated objectively. To justify an objective 

approach to the evaluation of brand storytelling as art works, a discussion of art and 

of art criticism was provided.  

The philosophy of art can be traced back to Ancient Greek origins (Adajian, 2018). 

More specifically, Plato first introduced the idea that the arts are representational or 

imitative (Adajian, 2018). Since his seminal works, the study of the philosophy of art 

has had contributions of many great philosophers, notably Nietzsche, Kant, Hume, 

Collingwood and Dante. The philosophy of art has naturally manifested itself in the 

study of aesthetic. For the purpose of this study, the study of aesthetics has been 

relevant, more specifically the application of aesthetics to storytelling.  

The literature sourced for this section has mainly been published in books and treaties. 

Therefore, selections of works pertaining specifically to aesthetics have been 

consulted through Stellenbosch University Library. Editors of such selections have 

purposefully included certain works there prominent in the literary theory discourse. 

Therefore, the researcher considered these collections to include the most prominent 

authors and scholars in the discourse of aesthetics. Further, academic articles were 

used to complement the literature. Key themes that were prominent in the books and 

commentaries were further searched through the Google Scholar platform to add 

weight to themes discussed.  
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5.4.5.3.3. b. The consideration of dramatic theory and literary criticism  

In the literary theory literature, the literature pertaining to dramatic theory and literary 

criticism were primarily considered because of its direct applicability to storytelling. 

Therefore, it was determined that the aesthetic elements with these discourses would 

be the most likely to be relevant to brand storytelling. 

The purpose of this section was to provide a description of the aesthetic standards as 

asserted by the experts of storytelling through history; more specifically, those 

storytellers that wrote and critiqued the great poems and plays of history, such as 

Homer’s Iliad, Corneille’s The Cid and many of Shakespeare’s works.  

Plays and the theatre can be traced back to the Ancient Greeks with the great tragic 

plays of Aeschylus and Sophocles (Cartwright, 2016:100). The performance and the 

transcription of these plays may be thought of as some of the first pieces of literature 

in Western civilisation (Kalantzopoulou, 2013:15). A complete understanding of 

dramatic theory and literary criticism therefore requires an understanding of its 

evolution through the ages. Fortunately, these fields have been extensively studied 

and many publications exist that provide appropriate selections from the prominent 

scholarly works. This Literature review therefore explored these selections as opposed 

to making use of the original translated texts. However, the original translated texts 

were utilised for themes that were particularly prominent and exclusive to particular 

authors and texts, such as Freytag’s Technique of the drama (1984 [1900]) and Polti’s 

Thirty-six dramatic situations (1916 [1921]). 

Dramatic theory and literary criticism literature selections available at Stellenbosch 

University Library have been consulted. Specific themes and sources have then been 

extracted from these selections and have been explored more deeply. More 

specifically, the selections complied by Dukore (1974) have been primarily consulted. 

Dukore (1974) published a comprehensive collection of selected works from the most 

prominent literary theorists from the ancient Greeks to the modern scholars. In addition 

to these books, contemporary theory has been sourced through journal articles using 

the themes and key words predominant in the poetics and dramatic theory literature. 
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5.4.5.4. Second phase 

The second phase of this research process involved conducting interviews with three 

groups of experts and a selection of exemplar case studies. With the consultation of 

experts with unstructured in-depth interviews, expert perspectives could be explored 

with reference to the use of storytelling by brand and individuals as well the aesthetic 

elements crucial in storytelling.  

This section discusses the approach adopted for the gathering of data through 

interviews and case studies. Further, this section provides a description of how 

interviews and case studies were conducted. 

 

5.4.5.4.1. In-depth interviews with experts 

Previously in this chapter, a description of the procedure that the interviews follow has 

been conducted. The purpose of this section is to discuss the different approaches 

that the researcher undertook for the interviews and exemplar case studies that were 

conducted. 

 

5.4.5.4.1. a. Interviews with experts in the study of the self 

The first group of participants that were interviewed included academic scholars in the 

broad research sphere of the self-research. With the consultation of experts in 

psychology, expert perspectives on the use of storytelling by individuals could be 

uncovered. 

First, scholars in the field of psychoanalytic theory were consulted to explore their 

academic view of the relationship between storytelling and the self from the 

perspective of psychoanalytic theory. The first inquiry in this phase therefore explores 

the importance of the consumption of stories for an individual’s mental well-being.  
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5.4.5.4.1. b. Storytelling Experts 

Succeeding interviews with experts in the self were interviews with storytelling experts. 

With the consultation of storytelling experts, relevant aesthetic elements in storytelling 

were explored which contributed to the understanding of the relevance of traditional 

literary theory for brand storytelling. 

Both academic and creative storytelling experts were consulted for this inquiry in order 

to explore what storytelling techniques are commonly used, as well as how and why 

they are used. The objective of these interviews was therefore to explore techniques 

used in storytelling in the effort to tell good stories.  

 

5.4.5.4.1. c. Brand storytellers 

Interviews in the final inquiry for the second phase of the process involved in-depth 

interviews with brand storytelling experts. Much like the interviews conducted with 

storytelling experts, the objective for the interviews with brand storytellers was to 

explore what storytelling meant to brand storytellers, as well as the techniques used 

to tell brand stories in an effort to infer the relevance of traditional literary theory for 

brand storytelling.  

 

5.4.5.4.2. Brand storytelling case studies 

Brand case studies were used to give context to brand storytelling. With the application 

of literary theory and aesthetic criticism to brand storytelling case studies, this study 

could explore brand storytelling through an aesthetic lens. With an aesthetic lens, the 

researcher was able to evaluate the elements of the brand story that gave it aesthetic 

value. Because an exemplar approach was used, the brand stories included are 

already assumed to hold aesthetic value. Therefore, the evaluation of exemplar brand 

storytelling cases uncovered how the brand stories held aesthetic value. Furthermore, 

the use of brand storytelling case studies created an additional methodological avenue 
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to explore aesthetically good brand storytelling in the triangulation strategy used in this 

study.  

 

5.4.5.5. Third phase 

The third phase of inquiry involved the analysis of, and integration between, interviews 

and case studies. These analyses provided themes and constructs apparent in the 

practice of storytelling in general and brand storytelling. A detailed description of the 

analysis process is provided in Section 5.  

 

5.4.5.6. Fourth phase 

The last phase involved the integration of analyses and interpretation of meaning 

constructed through the analyses. In the consideration of the themes and concepts 

established in the analysis the researcher was able consider the relevance of 

traditional literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African context. More 

specifically, an outline was provided that describes the elements of a story that make 

it aesthetically pleasing, as well as the mechanism to which these aesthetic elements 

affect the audience’s reaction to the story. Further, these aesthetic elements could be 

considered based on their value for brand storytelling specifically. 

 

5.5. DATA ANALYSIS 

The purpose of the analyses of this study was to gain an understanding of the 

relevance of traditional literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African 

context. The realisation of this overall purpose of the research involved the exploration 

of the potential of good storytelling for improved brand storytelling, the exploration of 

the relationship between storytelling and the self, and the exploration of aesthetically 

good storytelling. The analysis involved the interpretation the texts gathered from 

interviews with participants and exemplar brand storytelling case studies.  
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The purpose, therefore, of this analysis was to construct a “thick description” (Geertz, 

1973:312) of the phenomena surrounding brand storytelling in South Africa. Two 

techniques have been used to interpret and analyse the qualitative data: a thematic 

analysis was used in the analysis of the interviews and a within-case content analysis 

was used in the analysis of the case studies. This study incorporated an inductive 

process of extracting themes from qualitative data (Braun & Clark, 2006:78) gathered 

through in-depth expert interviews. The inductive analysis allowed the researcher to 

uncover categories of information from the perspective of the interview participants, in 

line with the social constructivist paradigm to which this study followed. By following 

an inductive approach, the researcher was able to explore the use of storytelling by 

individuals, brands, storytellers from the perspective of the participants themselves. 

Further, a within-case content analysis was undertaken to examine the exemplar 

brand storytelling case studies.  

The following section provides an overview of the approach that has be taken with 

regards to the thematic qualitative data analysis of the in-depth interviews with experts 

that were conducted. Several activities that should be taken by the researcher has 

been suggested by Spiggle (1994) and incorporated in the analysis process by the 

researcher. Spiggle’s approach has been commonly adopted in qualitative consumer 

research (e.g., Eberhart & Naderer, 2017; Gopaldas, 2015). 

The activities, as described by Spiggle (1994), are described in greater detail in this 

section. Following this description is an outline of the physical process the researcher 

undertook with regards to the thematic analysis, as well as the approach undertaken 

with regards to the within-case content analysis of exemplar brand storytelling case 

studies.  

 

5.5.1. Analytical activities for data manipulation for in-depth expert interviews 

Spiggle (1994) outlines seven operations for the process of qualitative analysis for 

analysis: categorisation, abstraction, comparison, dimensionalisation, integration, 

iteration, and refutation. This section discusses these operations and how they have 

been applied in this study. Following the discussion of the qualitative operations used 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



176 

 

in this study, this section provides an outline of the process to which these operations 

are organised in stages although Spiggle (1994:493) suggested thinking of these 

processes as activities and not steps or stages. The researcher incorporated the 

activities in the process of analysis. Adopting a procedural approach is justified in 

consumer research literature.  

 

5.5.1.1. Categorisation of data units 

Categorisation involves the classification or labelling of units of data (Spiggle, 

1994:493). The most popular strategy of categorisation is coding (Maxwell & Miller, 

2008:465), in which data segments are labelled and grouped by category. Data 

categorisation can proceed either deductively or inductively (Spiggle, 1994:493; 

Schadewitz & Jachna, 2007), depending on the objectives of the study and the nature 

of the research.  

For the thematic analysis of expert interviews, inductive data categorisation was used 

whereby the labelling of units of data occurred after their extraction from the transcript. 

On the other hand, deductive data categorisation was used in the content analysis of 

brand storytelling case studies where theoretical concepts explored in the literature 

review synthesised with the themes uncovered in in-depth interviews directed the data 

categorisation prior to the extraction of the data. 

 

5.5.1.2. Abstraction 

Following categorisation, abstraction involves the extraction of abstracted codes 

present in the data into more general themes (Spiggle, 1994:493). This activity 

surpasses the categorisation described in the previous section, in that it groups the 

codes developed in the previous activity in more general classes (Spiggle, 1994:493; 

Polsa, 2007:5).  

For the thematic analysis of expert interviews, the coding process was inductive; 

therefore, abstraction involved the grouping of categories based on their similarity to 
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each other. The analysis of interviews with experts began with the categorisation of 

patterns; then engaged in abstraction during and after that coding process. This 

abstraction involves the continuous review of identified codes. The inductive process 

of categorisation leading to abstraction is consistent with the suggestion of Goulding 

(2005:300) with regards to the phenomenological process.  

 

5.5.1.3. Comparison 

While the researcher coded and abstracted the data at the initial stages of analysis, it 

is suggested by Spiggle (1994:493, 494) that the researcher note general similarities 

for each of the empirical instances in the data. Through this process, the researcher 

was able to engage in the development of meta-observations which involved the 

observation of relationships between abstracted constructs that have been made by 

the researcher instead of merely the identified categories. Meta-observation involves 

the review of the interpretation made by the researcher (Cronholm, 2006). If it is 

understood that the researcher is themselves a participant in the study, it is required 

that the researcher review their own analysis process. The researcher therefore 

engaged in the activity of abstraction and considered the similarities and differences 

between abstracted categories that were formed by the researcher.  

 

5.5.1.4. Dimensionalisation 

Dimensionalisation involves the identification of the properties underlying the 

abstracted constructs (Spiggle, 1994:494). More specifically, dimensionalisation 

allows for the encoding of nuances in and between the constructs (Castro, Kellison, 

Boyd & Kopak, 2010:351). By carefully exploring and dissecting the constructs, the 

researcher can explore the theory underlying the structure of the constructs. The 

process of dimensionalisation, furthermore, provides some direction for further 

nuanced inquiry into the specific constructs.  
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5.5.1.5. Integration 

Integration, as described by Spiggle (1994:494), involves making connections or 

associations between the conceptual elements present in the analysis. Due to the 

exploratory nature of this study, the researcher was conscious not to consider causal 

connections or hierarchical connections and focused more predominately on “Gestalt 

connections” (Spiggle, 1994:495), referring to the perceived subjective connections 

between concepts.  

Thompson, Locander, and Pollio (1989:133) suggested that the benefit of the use of 

Gestalt connections in Gestalt psychology lies in its ability to describe meaning 

addressing the core underlying assumptions of the concept. Integration using Gestalt 

connection opposed to causal connections had utility in this study as it did not put the 

concepts to empirical testing but gave the researcher a degree of understanding 

surrounding the assumptions emerged in the analysis (Thompson et al., 1989:133). 

 

5.5.1.6. Iteration  

Iteration involves the progression through the data in such a manner that preceding 

activities influence and shape successive activities (Spiggle, 1994:495). With iteration, 

Spiggle (1994:495) suggests that the researcher conducting the analysis refers back 

to previous stages in the process to make sense of the interpretation made by the 

researcher. 

This study utilised inductive iteration for the thematic analysis of expert interviews. The 

process of inductive iteration involves the formation of interpretation throughout the 

qualitative data analysis, which is followed by an assessment of the fit between these 

interpretations, and the subsequent qualitative evidence is then revised and adapted 

based on theory (Yom, 2015:623).  
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5.5.1.7. Refutation 

Finally, Spiggle (1994:496) concluded with the refutation activity, which involves 

subjecting the researcher’s constructs to scrutiny. One method that may be used by 

the researcher is the intentional examination of cases and interviews that do not 

conform to the established constructs (e.g., Hill, 1991). Furthermore, in Hill’s example 

of a negative case study analysis (1991) participants were deliberately asked 

questions that could uncover information that violated the researcher’s own beliefs. 

Hill’s use of negative case study analysis (1991) is a good example of the value of 

thinking of the qualitative analysis as a series of activities instead of as a step-by-step 

process. Refutation was not used in this study in the form of a negative case study; 

rather, the researcher asked deliberate questions that deferred from the narrative of 

the thesis. The researcher determined that, due to the expert nature of the sample of 

participants, a negative case would not be useful for the study.  

 

5.5.2. Inductive thematic analysis for expert interview analysis 

This section discusses the approach undertaken by the researcher to uncover 

meaning from the expert interviews conducted. More specifically, a thematic analysis 

was undertaken using Maguire and Delahunt’s thematic analysis approach (2017), as 

well as Thomas’ inductive approach (2003). The details of the approach taken by the 

researcher are discussed in this section. 

 

5.5.2.1. Transcription of audio data 

Most crucially, interviews must be transcribed accurately, ensuring that every word 

spoken is transcribed (Alsaawi, 2014:153). This ensures that the participants’ words 

are kept intact. Interviews have therefore been transcribed in the form of a script by 

indexing each line of dialogue by the suggestion of Wellard and McKenna (2001). 

From the transcripts the analysis will follow the recommended steps suggested by 

Maguire and Delahunt (2017). Although the researcher has followed a step-by-step 

procedure, the recommendation of Spiggle (1994) that steps following in the analysis 
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process ultimately can be conducted concurrently, was nonetheless held in 

consideration. The researcher therefore frequently engaged with prior qualitative 

analysis steps after latter steps were undertaken.  

 

5.5.2.2. Extraction of data categories 

Once transcripts were compiled, the categorisation of the data could commence. 

Firstly, the researcher familiarised himself with the transcripts. During this initial step 

the researcher read, re-read and made notes of initial impressions. Understanding and 

interpreting the raw qualitative data at this point allowed the researcher to digest the 

entire body of data as a whole instead of as individual interviews.  

Next, the researcher organised the data in a meaningful and systematic way (Maguire 

and Delahunt, 2017:3355). Data were organised by reducing the data into small 

chunks of meaning, or codes. Meaningful codes were created through the observation 

of each line of text from the transcript. If there was an issue raised or an idea 

mentioned that addressed the objective of the interview a code was created. The 

codes were then examined and arranged into themes as per Thomas’s suggestion 

(2003). Due to the broad nature of the interviews, participants often spoke of subjects 

outside of the objective of the study. There irrelevant discussion was therefore not 

included in the analysis. A theme in this case is a selection of codes that share a 

similar pattern (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017:3353).  

Bazeley (2009:205) assert that themes are more than mere grouping of categories or 

“met categories” and therefore should be grounded in theory. The researcher therefore 

explored the academic literature during the labelling and description of emergent 

themes. Using theory in this process allowed the researcher to apply a theoretical 

frame of reference when making labelling decisions (Bazeley, 2009:204). 

The key themes needed to be reviewed to ensure the theme was relevant to the raw 

data and the themes were distinct from each other (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017:3358; 

Thomas, 2003). After the establishment of broad themes, each theme was reviewed 

and adapted to ensure it was relevant and unique. Maguire and Delahunt (2017:3358) 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



181 

 

suggest undertaking a final refinement to identify the essence of what each theme 

means. In the analysis for this study, tables were included to show the groupings of 

categories into their brand themes. Lastly, these themes were reported on, alongside 

relevant examples in the following qualitative findings chapters. 

 

5.5.3. Within-case content analysis for exemplar brand storytelling case studies 

Content analysis is known as the longest established method of text analysis 

(Kohlbacher, 2006:2). Mayring (2000:159) describes a content analysis as a systemic 

text analysis. The fundamental purpose of a content analysis is to code multiple texts 

into meaningful units. Because of the known uses of content analysis for 

understanding of mass communications this qualitative analysis tool has been used in 

the analysis of the case studies for this study (e.g., Krippendorff, 2004; Lombard, 

Snyder-Duch & Bracken, 2002).  

A short overview of the case study planning and data collection is provided from the 

perspective of the analysis, the discussion of which is crucial to the credibility of the 

analysis (Bengtsson, 2016:8). Bengtsson (2016:10) suggests there are five major 

issues surrounding the effective planning of case studies with the intention of 

conducting a content analysis. Firstly, the aim of the content analysis of the case 

studies should be clearly defined. The objectives of this study have been explicitly 

outlined in this chapter. These objectives outlined the aim of all points of inquiry for 

this study. Secondly, the appropriate sample of cases must be explored. By 

considering exemplar cases using the outcome method as suggested by Bronk 

(2012:7) as part of his exemplar methodology, it can be argued that the appropriate 

case studies were selected. The purpose of the case study analysis was to explore 

specific textual elements in the case study. Therefore, the brand story as the 

communication itself was considered in isolation. With the consideration of the brand 

storytelling case study in isolation, the researcher was able to explore the aesthetic 

elements present in the brand story directly.  

 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



182 

 

5.5.3.1. Case study deductive within-case analysis 

Because the case study analysis involved the use of exemplar brand storytelling 

cases, the analysis intended to observe the underlying technique and aesthetics used 

in the brand story as an object itself to infer on the brand’s storytelling exercise. 

Therefore, the analysis of brand storytelling followed a within-case analysis. A within-

case analysis involves considering each case individually (Yin, 1981:58). The 

researcher can table meaningful occurrences of evidence guided by pre-determined 

categories (Yin, 1981). This researcher explored the literary theory and dramatic 

theory literature to uncover eleven aesthetic standards prevalent in storytelling good 

practice through literary theory history. These aesthetic elements were selected 

through the literature review process whereby these elements were prevalent 

throughout the dramatic theory, literary criticism and aesthetic criticism discourses with 

literary theory. These aesthetic standards are provided in Table 5.4 with a description 

of each standard.  
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Table 5.4: Storytelling aesthetic standards 

Aesthetic standard Description 

The possible and the 
imitation of nature 

How the elements of the story are possible in terms of the 
context of the story 

The universal or the 
probable 

The action of the story is likely to occur based on prior actions 

Unity of place The consistency of the setting to which the story is set 

Unity of time A consistent pace to which the action unfolds 

Unity of action All action leads to a single, overarching action  

The magnitude of the 
action 

Actions throughout the story are of appropriate size depending 
on the gravity of the situation and the location of the action in 
the plot 

The progression of plot There exists a natural progression through a plot line 

Plot structure There exists a plot structure that includes an inciting moment 
or incident that leads to a climax, subsequent conflict 
resolution, and dénouement 

Action through conflict There exists a conflict that drives the action of the story 

The conscious will of the 
characters 

Characters in a story act with their own will and are not passive 
agents in reaction to the action of the story 

Dramatic situation that 
facilitates the conflict 

Conflict arises from the presence of a dramatic situation 

 

Although a within-case analysis was applied to the exemplar brand storytelling case 

studies, Yin (1981) suggested that comparative explanations should still be 

undertaken in order to reflect meaning in the cases. Therefore, after the within-case 

analysis of exemplar brand storytelling case studies, a case-survey approach is 

undertaken. Yin (1981) refers to the case-survey approach for case comparison as the 

comparison of single factors in the case study analysis. For this thesis, these factors 

refer to the aesthetic elements shown in Table 5.4. Yin (1981) does however suggest 

that this approach should be used in selected occasions because of its possible 

simplification of the analysis. This approach was adopted in this study because the 

aesthetics present in storytelling could be highly complex, detailed and context 
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dependent. Aesthetic elements were compared across cases. With the comparison of 

the case studies using the case-survey approach, the relevance of the aesthetic 

elements for brand storytelling could be uncovered and interpreted. 

 

5.6. CONCLUSION 

Following a social constructivist research paradigm involving a qualitative 

methodology, the researcher was able to obtain findings that, through interpretation, 

yielded fundamentals of brand storytelling in the South African context that can be 

used in the construction of a brand storytelling framework. These findings were 

obtained through in-depth interviews and case studies using a theoretical lens that 

involved the consultation of multiple academic fields outside of marketing. Through an 

interdisciplinary approach the researcher was able to bring to the marketing literature 

the relevance of traditional literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African 

context.  
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CHAPTER 6 

Qualitative findings: psychologists and storytellers 
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6.1. INTRODUCTION 

Following a social constructivist epistemological position, this study undertook a triadic 

perspective on storytelling. Through this triadic perspective, an understanding of the 

relevance of traditional literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African context 

could be established with the consideration of the consumer’s self-concept, the use of 

literary theory in storytelling in South Africa, as well the brand storytelling practice. 

Through this endeavour, interviews were conducted with experts in the fields of 

psychology, storytelling, and brand storytelling. Additionally, exemplar brand 

storytelling case studies were consulted to practically explore the relevance of 

traditional literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African context. Therefore, 

the methodology used in this study employed the triangulation strategy. 

Central to the methodology of this study is the use of triangulation. Flick (2004:178) 

suggests that the purpose of the triangulation strategy is the adoption of multiple 

different approaches to the same question that can broaden the perspective of the 

research. This chapter provides the findings of expert interviews and the findings of a 

case study analysis. 

Two sets of analyses were undertaken in this study. First an inductive analysis was 

undertaken for three samples of experts: psychologists, storytelling experts and brand 

storytellers. Next, a deductive, within-case content analysis was undertaken using four 

exemplar brand storytelling cases. This chapter provides the findings of these 

analyses.  

The reported findings of this study are included in this chapter and the next chapter. 

Included in this chapter are the findings from interviews with experts in psychology 

and storytelling. The subsequent chapter (Chapter 7) include the findings from 

interviews with expert brand storytellers, as well as the findings from the exemplar 

case analysis. Before unpacking these findings, a comment is made for the 

epistemological position that directed the methodology and therefore the analysis of 

the findings.  
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6.2. FOLLOWING A SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVIST EPISTEMOLOGY 

In a social constructivist epistemology, it is suggested that knowledge is a 

manifestation of the individual’s social environment (Miller, 2016:366). In the case of 

this study, there is an influence from society on participant’s understanding on 

storytelling (Rodriguez, 2011). There therefore exists multiple understandings of 

storytelling that are held by the different participants in the different groups consulted 

for this study (Irene, 2014). The researcher therefore approached different individuals 

from different disciplines and unpacked their views on storytelling using the language 

and terminology offered by the participants.  

Responses from participants were grouped together in categories in an effort to 

observe similarities in the responses. This chapter provides these categories with a 

description of how the quotes from the interviews collaborate with each other in each 

category. Broader themes were then observed between the categories which were 

correlated with the theoretical concepts explored in the literature review. These 

broader themes are included in Chapter 8 of this thesis. This study undertook a further 

abstraction and grouping to collaborate participant responses further and integrate 

with theory. In addition, three brand storytelling case studies were analysed from the 

perspective of the aesthetic elements uncovered in the literature review process. 

These exemplar case studies were used to practically observe the relevance of the 

aesthetic elements of storytelling observed in the literary theory discourse for brand 

storytelling. The case study analysis was subsequently reconciled with the interview 

responses detailed in Chapter 8.  

 

6.3. THE TRIANGULATION OF THE FINDINGS OF THE INTERVIEWS AND 

CASE STUDIES 

Triangulation can be used in qualitative research as a means to improve the validity 

and trustworthiness of inquiry (Renz, Carrington & Badger, 2018:825) of which Denzin 

(2004:179–181) proposes four types: method triangulation, investigator triangulation, 

theoretical triangulation and data triangulation. It is Denzin’s view (2004:178) that 
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triangulation in qualitative studies can increase validity, lower interview bias and 

broaden the perspective of the study.  

Method triangulation was used in this study with the inclusion of literature in the 

psychology discourse, the branding discourse and the literary discourse, as well as 

the use of expert interviews and exemplar case studies. Theoretical triangulation was 

used in this study with the inclusion of theory of the self, theory of branding, as well as 

literary theory.  

 

6.4. INTERVIEW ANALYSIS FOR PSYCHOLOGISTS AND STORYTELLING 

EXPERTS 

An inductive, thematic analysis was conducted with regards to three sets of 

unstructured expert interviews conducted with psychologists, storytelling experts and 

brand storytellers. The thematic analysis primarily followed Thomas’ inductive 

approach (2003), whereby data categories are observed in the data, not inferred by 

the researcher. The data were grouped into categories presented in this chapter. 

These categories then undertook another abstraction into broader themes which made 

reference to theory present in the literature review. This further abstraction is 

presented in Chapter 7. 

 

6.4.1. Analysis of interviews with psychologists 

The analysis of the psychologists’ interviews followed an inductive process as per the 

recommendations of Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2012), as well as the 

recommendation of Thomas (2003). This inductive process allowed the codes and 

themes to emerge from the text, as opposed to the pre-determined criteria determined 

by the theory. As per the inductive process, the researcher did not create categories 

and codes prior to the analysis; rather, the researcher allowed the categories to 

emerge from the text.  
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Psychologists were selected based on their expertise and engagement with 

storytelling either in their practice or through their academic research. Table 6.1 details 

the area of specialty of the psychologists. Also included in Table 6.1 is the occupation, 

the years of professional experience as well, as their gender. The demographic 

information gathered was sourced from publicly available information. These details 

were not asked in the interviews because they did not have relevance to the objectives 

of the study. 

 

Table 6.1: Breakdown of interview participants 

Participant 
no. 

Gender Occupation Area of speciality Years of 
professional 
experience 

Psychologist 1 Male Counsellor and 
life coach 

 Addiction 
 Anxiety 
 Depression 
 Bereavement 
 Self-esteem 
 Trauma 
 Relationship problems  

3 years 

Psychologist 2 Male Psychologist  Psychoanalytic therapy 
 Psychodynamic therapy 

unknown 

Psychologist 3 Male Counsellor  Addiction 
 Drug abuse 
 Men’s issues 

18 years 

Psychologist 4 Female Psychologist  Anxiety 
 Bereavement 
 Bipolar disorder 
 Chronic illness 
 Depression 
 Life transitions 
 Marital and premarital 
 Relationship issues 
 Stress 
 Trauma and PTSD 
 Women's issues 

unknown 
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- Table 6.1 continues - 

Participant no. Gender Occupation Area of 
speciality 

Years of 
professional 
experience 

Psychologist 5 Female Psychology 
academic 

Breast cancer 
narratives 

unknown 

Psychologist 6 Female Life coach and 
counsellor  

 Work-life 
integration 
 Leadership 
 Good work 
habits 
Career direction 

unknown 

Psychologist 7 Female Counsellor and 
psychologist 

 Family 
therapy 
 Mental health 
Interventions 

13 years 

 

The following sections detail the categories that emerged from the inductive analysis. 

The descriptions of categories are included the following sections. These descriptions 

use extracts from the interviews that are presented in Tables 6.2 through to 6.34. 

Interview extracts are referenced throughout using their code ‘Psychologist extract’ 

(PE) 1 to 221.  

The first category that is discussed is the use of storytelling by individuals to defend 

the self from threats. 

 

6.4.1.1. Stories used to defend the self 

The first category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is the use of stories by individuals to defend their self. This category was 

important in the understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the self. 

More specifically, this category explained the use of storytelling by the individual to 

defend themselves from threats. The interview extracts that were relevant for this 

category are provided in Table 6.2.  
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Table 6.2: Stories used to defend the self 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE1 As an adult you cannot use the same coping mechanisms that you used as a 
child. 

PE2 You find yourself using the same coping strategies from childhood up until 
adulthood, until one day you realise that it is no longer working. 

PE3 Stories speak to people in layers and it is a way to reach people through their 
defences.  

PE4 Rationalisation of a person's behaviour, or sort of defence mechanisms, that we 
all use to justify stuff that we know are not cool.  

PE5 The defence mechanism is there to protect the person from having a psychotic 
break; from being completely overwhelmed by reality.  

PE6 There is a primal fear of psychic fragmentation.  
PE7 Psychic annihilation and defence mechanisms protect us and keeps our identity 

and sense of self intact.  
PE8 If there is a threat to the self from outside you need to protect it because you 

want to stay whole.  
PE9 So, you have to have defence mechanisms to protect you from reality, because 

reality is an imprint on your beliefs, and yet, to dodge that is to cause you to 
have to give up, otherwise you have to give up your belief system and that belief 
system is very often closely tied into certain social dynamics 

PE10 We all live with defence mechanisms and beliefs within us. 

 

As presented in Table 6.2, participants expressed the need for individuals to defend 

the self from threats. All individuals live with defence mechanisms (PE10). These 

defence mechanisms are created in childhood (PE1) and develop as the individual 

passes into adulthood (PE2). Individuals use defence mechanisms to protect the self 

from psychic fragmentation (PE5, PE6). Participants used different terminology to 

refer to psychic fragmentation; one participant called it “psychic annihilation” (PE7), 

and another referred to it as a “psychotic break”.  

In essence, participants expressed a need for the individual to keep themselves 

whole (e.g., PE8, PE7), by holding onto a belief system (PE9), as well as justification 

for their own behaviour (PE4). By engaging in storytelling, the individual can engage 

with their belief system and reach through and understand their defence mechanisms 

(PE3).  
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The following category discusses how individuals used storytelling to keep account 

of their personal history. 

 

6.4.1.2. Stories told as accounts of personal history 

The second category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is the use of stories to give account of their personal history. This 

category was important in the understanding of the relationship storytelling and the 

self. More specifically, this category explains, mainly from a therapy perspective, the 

value of storytelling in organising one’s personal history, or history in reference to the 

self. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 

6.3.  

 

Table 6.3: Stories told as accounts of personal history 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE11 They tell me about their story, not just their problem, but their own personal 
history. 

PE12 Importantly we want to get overview of their history.  
PE13 As you get older, narratives of childhood can become more ingrained. 

 

In reference to the interview extracts presented in Table 6.3, psychologists expressed 

a need for their clients to give an account of their personal history when engaging in 

therapy. Participants expressed a need of the individual to share their experience of 

the world and their own personal history (PE11, PE12). In addition to this, narratives 

are created from early childhood experiences which become more ingrained as the 

individual moves into adulthood (PE13).  

The following section details the use of storytelling to ascribe meaning to the self. 
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6.4.1.3. Stories to ascribe meaning to the self 

The third category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is the use of stories to ascribe meaning to the self. This category was 

important in the understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the self. 

More specifically, this category explained how individuals could use storytelling to 

create meaning in relation to their self. The interview extracts that were relevant for 

this category are provided in Table 6.4.  

 

Table 6.4: Stories to ascribe meaning to the self 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE14 If it makes them tell me something specific, I think it's the meaning ascribed to 
that particular event. 

PE15 There is emotion or meaning attached to the event, … meaning for the self. 
PE16 A person can recall something that they regard as significant because they 

described as much meaning to themselves. 
PE17 Everyone is searching for truth and meaning.  
PE18 Life needs some meaning and some purpose.  
PE19 Storytelling tells you the meaning of that event for that individual. 

 

As shown in Table 6.4, participants expressed the relevance of a particular event or 

situation when the individual created meaning. For example, one participant 

suggested that “if it makes them tell me something specific, I think it’s the meaning 

ascribed to that particular event” (PE14). Participants expressed a need for individuals 

to find truth, meaning and purpose in their life (PE17, PE18). By telling stories, the 

individual can express the meaning that is associated with the experience of a certain 

event (PE19). In fact, participants suggested that, for events to be considered by an 

individual, they should have some meaning to their self (PE16, PE14).  

The following section details the individual’s storytelling use as originating from early 

childhood. 
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6.4.1.4. Storytelling begins in early life 

The fourth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is the development of storytelling in individuals from early in their 

childhood. This category was important in the understanding of the relationship 

between storytelling and the self because it explored how the use of storytelling 

begins for individuals in early childhood. The interview extracts that were relevant for 

this category are provided in Table 6.5.  

 

Table 6.5: Storytelling begins in early life 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE20 We internalise the way that our parents treated us, our experience in school, and 
our early attachment issues. That creates an internal image of who we think we 
are. 

PE21 The nature of the relationships that they had in their childhood are important to 
understand. 

PE22 Repression usually occurs within our early childhood memories. 
PE23 There is the child's way of coping and it is almost like it’s automatic because a 

child is in a state of trying to survive. 
PE24 A lot of us enjoyed certain coping mechanisms as a child. 
PE25 You have an emotional world as a child that is just too complex to process. 
PE26 Our experience is that our attachments are experiences related to primary care 

givers and significant others in our lives, in our forming years. 
PE27 From when you were a baby you can even say: when you were still in your 

mother's womb then there was already a narrative that that was starting. 
PE28 But a lot of our narratives in adulthood were formed in what I call, the preverbal 

stages, before the age of two. 
PE29 There is a narrative that the baby is selling to himself.  
PE30 As the baby gets older and start articulating the narratives get better.  
PE31 A lot of our narratives in adulthood are formed in early childhood.  
PE32 It is not an accessible narrative it is ingrained at a deeper level.  
PE33 Our memory recall can only go back as far as two. I would be suspicious of 

anyone that had memory when they were one or two. 
PE34 We can have emotional experiences, but we just can't recall them below the age 

of two. 
PE35 A hypothetical link can be made to how I imagined things when I was a baby. 
PE36 We all formed some experience with trauma growing up no matter who or how 

great our parents were. 
PE37 From young we were taught to be seen and to be heard.  
PE38 When you are older you still remember the young child.  
PE39 The damage is, that we all, at a young age, start to believe that we all live 

happily ever after.  
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As presented in Table 6.5, almost every participant began the discussion with 

childhood. It is believed that the individual’s narrative sense-making process begins in 

early childhood (PE22, PE27, PE28, PE29, PE31, PE38, PE39). In fact, some 

participants believed that narratives are formed before memories are formed and 

before language is developed (PE26, PE27, PE28). These narratives were, therefore, 

not accessible in linguistic terms, as is seen in adulthood (PE32, PE33, PE34); 

however, the emotional effects of these narratives can still be felt later on in life (PE22). 

Overall, participants considered narrative to form early on in life, whether it be 

expressed in linguistic terms or not, which is then carried over into adulthood, whether 

it be through direct recall or hypothetical links (PE35).  

The following section details the use of storytelling as a means of reflection on the self.  

 

6.4.1.5. Storytelling as a means of reflection on the self 

The fifth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is the use of storytelling as a means of reflection on the self. This 

category was important in the understanding of the relationship storytelling and the 

self because it explored how the use of storytelling could allow the individual to reflect 

on their past actions and on the meaning that is ascribed to them. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.6.  

 

Table 6.6: Storytelling as a means of reflection on the self 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE40 Give you a chance to reflect because you are not only controlling speech, but 
you are controlling speaking at the same time. 

PE41 I have experienced that after they have said something you see the shock on 
their face because they had just made a realisation or connected the dots 
themselves. 

PE42 I do not think reflection comes easily for anyone. 
PE43 I have found that some participants are able to reflect as you present them 

with material. 
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- Table 6.6 continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE44 Some just narrate. It is just a way to talk about it and you can see that this 
person is not able to connect this to themselves or to relate it to themselves. 

PE45 I found that for a lot of people it's helpful for them to reflect and write what 
they’re thinking and reading, what they’ve written as well, so it opened up an 
opportunity for more reflection. 

PE46 That is why people write autobiographies. 
PE47 The group’s job (in group therapy) is to reflect to the person where the story is 

helping them.  
PE48 It is a strange to understand ourselves and understanding who we think we. 

 

As per the extracts presented in Table 6.6, participants suggested that individuals 

could use storytelling as an exercise of self-reflection. Self-reflection does not come 

easy for everyone (PE42), but participants have found that using different storytelling 

mediums could help this self-reflection. For example, one participant found that 

reflection comes more easily when exposed to story material (PE43), while others 

suggested the use of autobiographies (PE46) and simply writing the story down 

physically (PE44). Another participant suggested that the act of expressing the story 

in speech can also help with self-reflection (PE40). Further, one participant 

experienced moments when they observed the realisation on the face of the 

participant during such speech (PE41) showing a moment of realisation and 

recognition of a truth.  

The following section details the role that society plays in the individual’s life and 

storytelling practice.  

 

6.4.1.6. The role of society  

The sixth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is the role that society played in the individual’s understanding of life 

and in the individual’s narrative sense-making process. This category was important 

in the understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the self because it 
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explored role of the society in which the individual resides in their narrative sense-

making process. Many storytelling scholars, such as Dorji (2010), suggest that 

storytelling and society are inseparable. The interview extracts that were relevant for 

this category are provided in Table 6.7.  

 

Table 6.7: The role of society  

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE49 Because you physically identify as a girl society expects certain behaviour 
from you. 

PE50 Society exercises expectations, but you cannot meet them because your 
experiences of yourself do not reflect what society expects. 

PE51 It can be damaging if the societal narrative is different from your personal 
narrative. 

PE52 For example, some people are struggling because they are expected to have 
that summer body after lockdown. 

PE53 You are in trouble if there is a difference between the societal narrative and 
your personal narrative. 

PE54 We can give ourselves the opportunity to connect with a bigger sense of self.  
PE55 We operate in a world where we experience common values in a very deep 

sense.  
PE56 Media and marketing create the bias and real life does not look like that 

fantasy nor does it feel like it either. 
PE57 We all have a journey to be seen, a yearning to be seen, to feel what I feel, 

and that I am being heard. 
PE58 It is important for us to be seen and validated. 
PE59 Children and teenagers are badly affected by what they are supposed to look 

like and sound like. It is deeply harmful. 
PE60 Is there something wrong with me why does my story not fit into that ideal 

version. 
PE61 We are social beings, and we are on this earth to belong and be a part of a 

system. 

 

As shown in Table 6.7, participants reported the damaging effects of an asymmetry 

between how the individual sees themselves versus how society expects them to be 

(e.g., PE49, PE50, PE52, PE53, PE59). There was a desire by individuals to fit into 

society and feel that they belong (PE61, PE58). Participants strongly suggested that 

there is both the desire and expectation that individuals have to adhere to societal 
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expectations and there is a degree of ‘trouble’ or ‘struggle’ if and when the individual 

does not meet those expectations (PE53, PE52). According to the psychologists in 

psychology that were consulted, a need exists to meet societal expectations and 

reflect in their self what is required by society.  

The following section details how the individual organised memories of the self as well 

as the organisation of narratives.  

 

6.4.1.7. Organisation of memories of the self and narratives 

The seventh category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is the organisation of memories of the self and the organisation of self-

narratives. This category was important in the understanding of the relationship 

between storytelling and the self because it explored how individuals could practically 

manage and organise narratives and stories that were in relation to the self. The 

interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.8.  

 

Table 6.8: Organisation of memories of the self and narratives 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE62 How they arrange stories in their understanding of what they been through. 
PE63 You can write all those little stories about people that you resent or things that you 

resent, and you tell the story and come back to that story and look at your part. 
PE64 You write it down factually, and then you actually get your point at the 

resentment even if you were victimised in reality. 
PE65 Stories invoked memories quite often. 

 

Table 6.8 details how participates reported the importance of factually organising 

memories of events and stories in relation to the self. For example, one participant 

mentioned the value of physically writing down the events that occurred in an 

experience to understand the experience fully (PE65). Furthermore, the individual can 
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arrange their understanding of experiences in a meaningful way by engaging with it 

orally, or by physically writing it down (PE64).  

The following section details how storytelling can be used by an individual to present 

and understand problems in their life. 

 

6.4.1.8. Presenting a problem 

The eighth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is the use of storytelling as a method to present, describe, and 

understand problems. This category was important in the understanding of the 

relationship between storytelling and the self because it explored the use of storytelling 

by individuals to present, describe, and understand problems that they faced. The 

interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.9.  

 

Table 6.9: Presenting a problem 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE66 Being confronted by adversity is inspiring for people. 
PE67 If the narrative hadn’t been unpacked and the problem narrative hadn’t been 

addressed, it would have ended in things that can get quite fiery. 
PE68 A good story can sometimes highlight a dilemma and then offer a way to work 

through it. 
PE69 A way resolving conflict is through storytelling. 
PE70 A part of narrative therapies looking at a problem saturated story and change 

it into a solution focus story and then work on changing the reality. 

 

As presented in Table 6.9, stories could "highlight a dilemma and then offer a way to 

work through it” (PE68). Participants alluded to the value of conflict resolution in 

storytelling as a means for individuals to deal with conflict in their own life (PE69). 

Furthermore, by sharing the story with another, they can unpack it (PE67) and change 

it into a story that is solution-focused, as opposed to problem-focused (PE70). To 
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summarise, participants suggested that the conflict resolution in storytelling can aid 

individuals in their efforts to resolve their own personal and interpersonal conflicts.  

The following section details how storytelling can invoke emotion for individuals. 

 

6.4.1.9. Stories invoke affect 

The ninth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is how storytelling by individuals could invoke emotions. This category 

was important in the understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the 

self because it explored how storytelling, whether it be self-stories or stories from 

others, could invoke emotional reactions. The interview extracts that were relevant for 

this category, are provided in Table 6.10.  

 

Table 6.10: Stories invoke affect 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE71 If any event is loaded with emotion and meaning, it is more likely to be 
recalled. 

PE72 We work with the emotion of the story the emotional content of the story. 
PE73 Our emotions are governed by psychic rules that are predictable. 
PE74 The author must write about a character in a story that it follows the emotional 

logic of the character. 
PE75 We often try to find a reason why a story will move us. 
PE76 There are feelings attached to the story. 

 

Table 6.10 shows that participants asserted that the recall of events were more likely 

if the event was “loaded” with “emotion” or “meaning” (e.g., PE71). Additionally, 

participants suggested that storytelling itself was emotional and individuals would 

“often try to find a reason why a story will move us” (PE75). Furthermore, it was 

suggested in the interviews that there is emotional content in storytelling (PE72) and 

characters in a story should follow emotional logic (PE74, PE72).  
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The following section details how storytelling can help the individual develop a distinct 

sense of self. 

 

6.4.1.10. Individuation 

The tenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is how storytelling allowed the individuals to create a distinct sense of 

self. This category was important in the understanding of the relationship between 

storytelling and the self because it explored how storytelling could be used by 

individuals to create an identity and self that is unique to them. The interview extracts 

that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.11.  

 

Table 6.11: Individuation 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE77 The smaller sense of self gives us a certain sense of being autonomous and 
a sense of being an individual. 

PE78 We operate in a world as an individual with a sense of difference. 
PE79 A person’s idiom is not idiosyncratic way of being in the world so that idiom 

can be incredibly constricted or flexible. 
PE80 The way we overcome the obstacle can never deviate dramatically from the 

idiom of the character that has been presented to us. 
PE81 A storyline always holds in mind certain limitations of the idiom. 
PE82 Their true selves are not an integrated phenomenon but an early sense of 

idiomatic dispositions. 
PE83 The idea of the self as in unity is an illusion, but a necessary illusion. 
PE84 Your narrative identity is continuously constructed and co-constructed. 
PE85 It’s not just about growing, it’s also about life experiences. 

 

As per Table 6.11, a sense of self gives the individual a sense of autonomy and identity 

(PE77) that is continuously created and maintained by the individual (PE84). It is 

believed the self allows individuals to operate in their world with a sense of difference 

(PE78). Some participants considered the self in terms of an “idiom” (PE79, PE80, 

PE81, PE82) as “an integrated phenomenon of idiomatic dispositions” (PE82) which 
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represent the individual’s self-concept. It was reported, however, that the idea of a 

unified self was in fact an illusion but an important one (PE83). Overall, by constructing 

a narrative identity, the individual can navigate obstacles and life experiences in a 

manner that is true to the idiomatic sense of self.  

The following section details how stories can help the individual express and share 

loss and sorrow.  

 

6.4.1.11. Stories can express a shared loss and sorrow 

The eleventh category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is how storytelling allowed the individuals to express and share loss and 

sorrow. This category was important in the understanding of the relationship between 

storytelling and the self because it explored the use of storytelling to create and 

engage in empathy. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are 

provided in Table 6.12.  

 

Table 6.12: Stories can express a shared loss and sorrow 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE86 We socialised to hear each other's stories at one or at some level. 
PE87 We all share notions of loss. 
PE88 That’s (loss) is a part of the human condition. 
PE89 You feel a sense of humanity if you feel a sense of gratitude. 
PE90 Experiences of loss allows us to find compassion. 
PE91 I am feeling something in common with them it's part of my journey. 
PE92 The aim of the screenplay is to create a relatable character that the audience 

can relate to the struggles of the character. 
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- Table 6.12 continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE93 You can feel a sense of empathy and kindness towards other people when 
they are also experiencing loss. 

PE94 If someone can share a story that others can relate to that is similar to yours, 
you can realise that they are going through the similar struggles to you. 

PE95 We all get faced with difficulties in life. 
PE96 A lot of stories are based on the struggle of the hero going through turmoil. 

 

Table 6.12 shows that participants believed that a sense of loss, struggle, difficulties, 

and sorrow was shared by all people (PE86, PE87, PE88, PE91, PE94). Therefore, 

as a human, one can feel a sense of empathy and compassion for those that are 

experiencing struggles (PE93), whether it be a real or imaginary person (e.g., PE92). 

Therefore, participants suggested that commonality could be observed with the self 

and the other allowing the individual to experience compassion as well as a shared 

journey (PE90, PE91).  

The following section details how storytelling can allow the individual to communicate 

with the other symbolically. 

 

6.4.1.12. Symbolic communication 

The twelfth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is how storytelling allowed for individuals to symbolically communicate 

aspects of their self to others. This category was important in the understanding of the 

relationship between storytelling and the self because it explored how individuals 

symbolically shared parts of their selves to others through storytelling. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.13.  

 

 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



204 

 

Table 6.13: Symbolic communication 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE97 By exchanging language, we are communicating on a surface level but also 
feeling with our hearts and minds; seeing if there is a truth that relates to both 
of us. 

PE98 Our language is deeply symbolic, it is simply metaphoric. 

 

Two participants alluded to the significance of language and symbolism in storytelling 

shown in Table 6.13. One participant suggested that, by engaging in language, 

individuals engage on a surface level with an underlying truth that relates to both of 

them which is communicated simultaneously (PE97). This language was suggested 

to be symbolic and metaphoric (PE98).  

The following section details the use of storytelling by individuals in an effort to 

reconnect with their sense of self.  

 

6.4.1.13. Reconnecting with the self 

The thirteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists is how storytelling could be used by individuals to reconnect with 

their self. This category was important in the understanding of the relationship between 

storytelling and the self because it explored the way storytelling could be used by the 

individual to reconnect to their self and the value that they hold. The interview extracts 

that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.14.  
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Table 6.14: Reconnecting with the self 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE99 We can take note of ourselves by reconnecting with a sense of self. 
PE100 There are my values: these are my likes and dislikes. 
PE101 On a deeper level we can reconnect with the bigger sense of selfhood. 
PE102 We can all tap into our selfhood by reconnecting with our sense of value and 

purpose. 

 

Table 6.14 shows that participants expressed a need for individuals to reconnect with 

a sense of self and “take note of ourselves” (PE99). By observing one’s likes, dislikes, 

values, and purpose, the individual can reconnect with their self and with a “bigger 

sense of selfhood” (PE101). One participant suggested that the individual could 

reconnect with their sense of values and sense of purpose (PE102).  

The following section details how individuals could use storytelling to create narratives 

for their self that make sense. 

 

6.4.1.14. Narratives that make sense 

The fourteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists is how storytelling could be used to create narratives that made 

sense. Narrative here referred to self-narratives, referring to temporal and situation-

specific information pertaining to the self. This category was important in the 

understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the self because it explored 

the way storytelling could be used by the individual in the effort to create narratives 

that make sense and help the individual make sense of the world. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.15. 
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Table 6.15: Narratives that makes sense 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE103 You need a narrative that makes sense. 
PE104 You need a narrative that makes a sense of security. 
PE105 The human condition is ultimately one of really not knowing and of ordering a 

small part of reality. 
PE106 We need to make decisions based on the incomplete view of the situation. 
PE107 You have to take one a lot of variables and you have to focus on a few 

elements that you can control. 
PE108 I use a cup to drink my tea and I use it every morning. That is a narrative that 

makes sense. So tomorrow I do not have to reinvent my whole world. 
PE109 Most narratives are self-controlled. 
PE110 The story must make sense. 
PE111 Story must be coherent. 
PE112 Story must be reliable. 
PE113 Story must be trusted. 
PE114 Stories must have a timeline. 
PE115 Your narrative continues up, but it doesn't mean that your narrative only has 

one trajectory. 
PE116 It's impossible to understand it all in its entirety.  

 

Table 6.15 shows that participants expressed a need for individuals to develop a self-

narrative that makes sense (PE103). More specifically, individuals need a narrative 

that the participants considered to be “coherent” (PE111), “reliable” (P112), “trusted” 

(PE113) and “self-controlled” (PE109). “Coherent” could refer to the notion that the 

self must be logical and consistent. By “reliable” and “trusted” the participants referred 

to the idea that the individual could consistently and confidently draw on the narrative 

to make sense of the world. Lastly, by “self-controlled”, the participant referred to the 

creation of the narrative by the individual themselves. Participants expressed a need 

for individuals to order their “knowing” of reality (PE105) into a narrative that makes 

sense (PE108). Fundamentally, there are too many variables for an individual to 

makes sense of (PE107, PE116), therefore the individual can create a narrative to 

make sense of it all and make decisions based on incomplete information (PE106).  

The following section details the role and use of narratives in the individual’s creation 

of their belief system.  
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6.4.1.15. Belief system 

The fifteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is how storytelling could be used by individuals to create and protect 

their belief system. This category was important in the understanding of the 

relationship between storytelling and the self because it explored the use of storytelling 

to create beliefs about the world and reality that could help the individual’s sense-

making process. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are 

provided in Table 6.16.  

 

Table 6.16: Belief system 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE117 If you have identified with a certain narrative for a long time and is deeply 
ingrained into your sense of self and it presents facts that are incongruent 
with that reality you can either accept it or deny it. 

PE118 The belief system is closely tied to your sense of self. 
PE119 You struggle to give up your belief system because it is often very tied to 

specific social structures. 
PE120 A religious person will know, for a fact, the truth and you are not going to 

change their mind. 
PE121 A rich narrative is seductive because it holds lots of power it can make you 

do things. 
PE122 We hold on to the belief that we live happily ever after. 

 

As shown in Table 6.16, most of the participants made reference to the individual’s 

belief system. Participants asserted that an individual’s belief system was strongly 

linked to their sense of self (PE119). This belief system was tied into the individual 

ingrained sense of self (PE118) as well as specific social structures (PE120). A belief 

system is rich narrative (PE122) that an individual holds as true of the world. For 

example, a deeply religious person may hold certain beliefs as truth with little flexibility 

to change their perspective (PE121).  
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The following section details the importance of the narratives being in congruency with 

reality.  

 

6.4.1.16. Congruence with reality 

The sixteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists explored the importance of creating narratives and engaging in 

storytelling that were congruent with what occurred in the individual’s reality. This 

category was important in the understanding of the relationship between storytelling 

and the self, as it explored the importance of engaging in storytelling and narrative 

construction that was in line with reality. The interview extracts that were relevant for 

this category are provided in Table 6.17.  

 

Table 6.17: Congruence with reality 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE123 The person might have a different story to what actually happened in reality. 
PE124 Tell stories that are congruent with actual reality. 
PE125 People's behaviour can be quite different to the way the person thought their 

behaviour was. 
PE126 One of the core things is to focus on a person’s narrative that is in line with 

reality. 
PE127 The group must make sure that the person knows that the story is aligned 

with reality. 
PE128 The best anyone can aim for is that they have the most accurate abstraction. 
PE129 Adopting a narrative that is more congruent will change your behaviours. 
PE130 The reality of things is not so sexy. So we create false realities or 

imaginations because then we can disconnect from life in the present. 
PE131 You romance… so that the magic would become more real, and becoming 

more real with our stories. 
PE132 You have to come to a pragmatic understanding of what is real and what is 

not real. 
PE133 When you read a book, you are aware that you are reading a book you have 

already built up a realistic framework. 
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As shown in Table 6.17, participants expressed a need for the individual’s narrative to 

be congruent with reality (PE124, PE126, PE128, PE130). This way the individual can 

understand the true impact of their behaviour on others (PE125). One participant 

suggested that the reality of life is not particularly interesting; so, individuals fabricate 

false realities or imaginations to disconnect with life in the present (PE130). This 

disconnection from reality was not considered as healthy by the psychologists, as it 

was understood that individuals needed to have a pragmatic understanding of what 

was real and what not (PE132). Furthermore, psychologists believed that a narrative 

which is more congruent with reality can change behaviour for the better (PE129).  

The following section details the use of storytelling to create continuity of the 

individual’s multiples selves.  

 

6.4.1.17. Self-continuity 

The seventeenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists is how storytelling could help individuals create a continuity of their 

multiple selves through time. This category was important in the understanding of the 

relationship between storytelling and the self because it explored how individuals used 

storytelling to piece together their multitude of similar selves with the temporal 

dimension. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in 

Table 6.18. 

 

Table 6.18: Self-continuity 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE134 Our narratives allow us to make sense of the world and give us some 
continuity through time. 

PE135 If the narrative breaks down it ultimately leads to psychosis, and you can't 
keep your sense of self together. 

PE136 In these multiple selves I have a sense of coherence. 
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Extracts present in Table 6.18 show that psychologists believed that narratives “allow 

us to make sense of the world and give us a sense of continuity over time” (PE134). 

More specifically, as individuals have multiple selves, they need to have a sense of 

coherence through time (PE136). Furthermore, if this continuity breaks down it may 

lead to psychosis and make it difficult for the individual to keep their sense of self 

together (PE135).  

The following section explores how individuals can identify with fictional characters in 

stories other than self-stories. 

 

6.4.1.18. Identification with fictional characters 

The eighteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists is how individuals identified with fictional characters in fictional 

stories that were experienced by the individual. This category was important in the 

understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the self because it explored 

how individuals used the story of the other. More specifically, this category deals with 

how the individual identified with fictional characters in fictional stories. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.19. 

 

Table 6.19: Identification with fictional characters 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE137 When reading a novel or watching a movie there is identification with the 
characters. 

PE138 We identify with characters because we are projecting something onto the 
characters. 

PE139 When we are reading a novel, we are reading the story that activates our 
imagination. 

PE140 You can read a novel and be emerged in the story or watch a movie and be 
immersed in the movie and be moved by it and have some kind of 
experience through it and identify with the characters. 

PE141 What about the character speaks to you? 
PE142 What do you find appealing in the character? 
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- Table 6.19 continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE143 For a character we do feel that the character is like me and we take comfort in 
that and root for that character. 

PE144 Maybe the character who is like us… We could say that he is like us and we 
want the character to have a story; that he is better by the end of the story. 

PE145 We draw on stories and draw on qualities and characteristics of heroes and 
stories to inspire us, to teach us, to support us, but our own unique story needs 
to be told. 

PE146 I do think that you would identify with the characters to a certain extent, whether 
it’s one, whether it’s not even the main character, whether its others like it. It 
could just be someone in the background, it could be the narrator. 

 

Table 6.19 shows evidence that a major point of discussion was the phenomenon of 

the identification with the fictional characters in a fictional story. Psychologists believed 

that individuals do identify with the characters of a story (PE137, PE138, PE141, 

PE142, PE145, PE146). An individual can be immersed into the story of the other 

(PE140) and identify with one or some of the characters. The individual may see in 

those characters traits like their own (PE144) and may subsequently root for the 

success of that character (PE143). Psychologists believed that this was a healthy 

exercise because it could activate the individual’s imagination (PE139) and allow for 

introspection (e.g., PE141, PE142).  

The following section details how the individual could project their self into the story of 

the other. 

 

6.4.1.19. Projecting the self into the story 

The nineteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists is how individuals projected their self into the story. This category 

was important in the understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the 

self because it explored how individuals projected themselves into the story in what 
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Van Laer et al. (2014:797) describe as narrative transportation. The interview extracts 

that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.20. 

 

Table 6.20: Projecting the self into the story 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE147 The power of the story is based on what you project onto the stories and that 
you bring to the whole of yourself. 

PE148 We project our hopes, our fantasies, and regrets onto the characters. 
PE149 The character acts as a placeholder. 
PE150 What are the elements of your unconscious that fit with that character? 
PE151 How does that story impact me? 
PE152 You are finding and locating something about yourself in the character. 
PE153 A lot of fiction is written in a way that is relatable that you can see yourself in 

the story. 

 

Interview extracts presented in Table 6.20 show that participants suggested that 

individuals project their self into the narrative of stories (PE147, PE153). Furthermore, 

it was suggested that characters in a story act as a placeholder (PE149) whereby 

individuals can project their fantasies as well as their regrets (PE148). More 

specifically, participants asserted that individuals locate elements of their self in the 

character of a story (PE152) and therefore relate to the events that occurred (PE153) 

and are impacted by them (PE149).  

The following section discusses how individuals could aspire to be like the characters 

in fictional stories. 

 

6.4.1.20. Aspiring to be like a character in a fictional story 

The twentieth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists is the aspiration to be like the characters in fictional stories. This 

category was important in the understanding of the relationship between storytelling 
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and the self because it explored how the individual used stories, more specifically 

fictional stories, to create aspirations on how they would like to perceive their self. The 

interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.21. 

 

Table 6.21: Aspiring to be like a character in a fictional story 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE154 James bond is an example of being confident. So how does he carry his 
body what part of this story resonates with you? 

PE155 It is valuable to watch a movie and see what invokes you watching that 
character, which makes you want to grow more. 

PE156 Why are you wishing you had a quality of the character? 
PE157 I don't want to meet myself, I want to meet the best version of myself - the 

fantasy version of myself. 

 

Table 6.21 shows that participants suggested that individuals could aspire to exude 

the characteristics or qualities of one of the characters in a story (PE154, PE157). For 

example, an individual may resonate with the way that James Bond carries his body 

with confidence (PE155). In addition, the individual can view the hero as the best 

version of what they could be (PE158). The participants considered the exercise of 

aspiring to be like a character in a story to be valuable in that it can make them grow 

as a person (PE156).  

The following section details a reason why individuals aspired to be like characters in 

fictional stories. Specifically, these characters could reach limits that the individual 

would not in reality. 

 

6.4.1.21. Characters in stories can reach limits that we cannot reach 

The twenty-first category details why individuals aspired to be like characters in 

fictional stories. Characters in stories could reach limits that the individual cannot 

reach in reality. This category was important in the understanding of the relationship 
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between storytelling and the self because it could help explain why individuals aspired 

to be like characters in a story and transported themselves into the story narrative. 

The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.22. 

 

Table 6.22: Characters in stories can reach limits that we cannot reach 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE158 Character development is about hitting some limitation but then moving 
beyond it. 

PE159 In reality there are limits in fantasy there are no limits you can create 
anything. 

 

Table 6.22 presents interview extracts showing how one participant specifically 

mentioned the ability of characters in fantasy to hit limitations and move beyond them 

that was not possible for individuals in reality (PE159). These insights yield high 

information power because it provided an insight into why individuals consumed 

fantasy and why individuals may transport themselves into the narrative of a fantasy.  

The following section details how storytelling could be used by the individual to create 

unity with the self.  

 

6.4.1.22. Unity with the self 

The twenty-second category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth 

interviews with psychologists is the use of storytelling to create unity with the self. This 

category was important in the understanding of the relationship between storytelling 

and the self because it explored how the individual could use storytelling to create 

unity with the self which ultimately helped make the individual feel whole. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.23. 
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Table 6.23: Unity with the self 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE160 We like to think that stories have a unity that have a beginning, middle, and 
end.  

PE161 On a conscious level we like the idea of having a unified story. 
PE162 We repack the story the way you remember it so that it can be unified again. 
PE163 There is something about a story line becoming fractured. 
PE164 If your narrative is too fragmented, then you are psychotic and lose touch 

with reality. 
PE165 We like to think that stories have a unity, that have a beginning, middle, and 

end.  
PE166 There is always conflict and there are always opposing psychological forces. 
PE167 Internal conflict can no longer be kept in. It comes bubbling to the surface 

and the story becomes fractured. 
PE168 The aim of storytelling should be to navigate reality. 
PE169 There is an interplay between what I should be and who I am. 

 

As per Table 6.23, participants expressed a desire of individuals to feel a sense of 

unity with their self (PE161, PE162). Furthermore, individuals should try to repack a 

fragmented narrative (PE162) because if the narrative was fragmented, then the 

individual can become out of touch with reality (PE163, PE164). Participants also 

suggested that there were opposing psychological forces (PE166) that can create 

internal conflict (PE167), causing a fractured story. The individual should, therefore, 

reconcile this conflict in an effort to create unity. One participant suggested that the 

aim of storytelling should be to navigate reality (PE168). Storytelling can therefore help 

the individual manage the interplay between who they should be and who they are 

(PE169) to create unity with the self.  

The following section details how storytelling can be used for the individual to develop 

a healthy understanding of reality. 
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6.4.1.23. Understanding reality in a healthy way 

The twenty-third category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists is the use of storytelling by the individual to create a healthy 

understanding of reality. This category was important in the understanding of the 

relationship between storytelling and the self because it could describe the use of 

storytelling by the individual to repair incongruent narratives of reality and aid in the 

repression of elements of the self that were perceived to be threatening. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.24. 

 

Table 6.24: Understanding reality in a healthy way 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE170 In transference a patient may view the therapist as their mother, but there 
must still be a distinction between fantasy and reality. 

PE171 When storylines are repressed and come to the surface, they can fracture the 
narrative. 

PE172 We repressed the elements of our psyche we do not want to know about. 
PE173 When the repressed material comes back, we are no longer able to use 

words to repress it. 
PE174 We never get the repressed material itself, only a derivative of it. 

 

Interview extracts present in Table 6.24 show that participants expressed a need for 

individuals to construct their self-narrative in a healthy way. More specifically, 

individuals can repress storylines that are too traumatic or storylines the individual did 

not wish to confront (PE172). When that repressed material comes to the surface, it 

can be difficult for the individual to put words to it (PE173); therefore, only allowing 

derivatives of it to come through (PE174). Individuals safeguarded these repressed 

storylines to protect the self, as, should the material come to the surface, it could 

fracture their general narrative (PE171).  

The following section details how storytelling is used by the individual in their narrative 

understanding of their life and world.  
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6.4.1.24. Narrative understanding 

The twenty-fourth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists is the use of storytelling to create a narrative understanding of the 

individual’s life and world. This category was important in the understanding of the 

relationship between storytelling and the self because it explored how the individual 

could use storytelling to understand their selves and to understand the reality around 

them. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 

6.25. 

 

Table 6.25: Narrative understanding 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE175 We live in a story and are not always aware that we do. 
PE176 I wake up to the story because I can be the author or someone else can be 

the author and I am the character. 
PE177 What is your current narrative that you are living? 
PE178 You tell your story in your own language. 
PE179 We all have that storyline unconsciously; I will look out to confirm why we 

believe it. 
PE180 How is the story serving you? 
PE181 How can we shift the narrative?  
PE182 There are times when it's difficult to put into words exactly what you are 

feeling or what you experience, so we use metaphors or stories to help us 
convey the message to the other person. 

PE183 Memories aren't to be trusted always, so we create our own stories based on 
our own unconscious beliefs. 

PE184 We might remember a certain event in a certain way because we wanted to 
remember it in that way because it fits into our story. 

 

The interview extracts in Table 6.25 show that participants asserted that narratives 

serve individuals (PE180) by creating an account of experience that could be 

manipulated (e.g., PE182, PE184). Furthermore, this narrative allows individuals to 

create an account of events without having to remember each individual detail (PE183, 

PE184). The psychologists believed that the narratives could shift (PE181) and 
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change to serve the individual better (PE180). As psychologists they could observe 

the narrative expressed in the individual’s own language (PE178) and question how 

certain elements fit into that story (PE184).  

The following section details how the individual can use storytelling to create in internal 

dialogue.  

 

6.4.1.25. Storytelling to communicate with the self 

The twenty-fifth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists is the use of storytelling to create an internal dialogue with the self. 

This category was important in the understanding of the relationship between 

storytelling and the self because it explored how the individual could use communicate 

semantically with themselves. The interview extracts that were relevant for this 

category are provided in Table 6.26. 

 

Table 6.26: Storytelling to communicate with the self 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE185 I'm present, we are in a conversation, there's a partnership going on. 
PE186 The story has the power to show you a part of yourself. 
PE187 The story can show me a part of myself and then you have a choice too: I like 

this part of myself. 
PE188 Always you ask: is this a belief that I'm going to continue with or is it 

something that I'm going to actively work on changing and understanding? 

 

Table 6.26 shows that participants described the self and the individual as a relationship. 

More specifically, through storytelling, the individual can reveal parts of the self (PE186, 

PE187) and subsequently, the individual can make a judgement on it (PE189). 

Furthermore, the individual can decide whether that judgement was something they 
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would be happy to live with or if it were something they would actively wish to change 

(PE188).  

The following section details the multiple possible selves that an individual may have. 

 

6.4.1.26. Multiple possible self-narratives 

The twenty-sixth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists dealt with the notion of multiple possible self-narratives built by the 

individual. This category was important in the understanding of the relationship between 

storytelling and the self because it explored the multiple storylines created by the 

individual in their narrative sense-making process. The interview extracts that were 

relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.27. 

 

Table 6.27: Multiple possible self-narratives 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE189 So, there's sometimes things that people still live into. It's in the past but 
because they haven't completely let go of that story. 

PE190 There are parallel stories occurring the whole time. 
PE191 People live with imaginary stories of what could be, and real stories parallel 

with each other. 
PE192 There's a primary or strong storyline that everyone comes in with the way that 

they describe their situation. 
PE193 When you tell the right story at the right time you can thicken the storyline or 

introduce a storyline that has not been considered before. 
PE194 You could bring in an alternative storyline. 
PE195 Telling a story with an alternative narrative gives us permission to consider the 

alternative. 
PE196 Strengthening a narrative is offering alternative storylines to a primary story. 
PE197 An alternative story is easier to engage with. 
PE198 You can strengthen a weaker storyline to move the discourse to solution focus 

from problem focus. You can tell different stories about the same thing. 
PE199 Narratives are continuously constructed and co-constructed depending on 

where they are told and when. 
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As shown in Table 6.27, psychologists asserted that there are multiple parallel sense-

making storylines that occur simultaneously (e.g., PE190, PE192). An individual may 

have a stronger or more dominant storyline with multiple weaker, alternative storylines 

(PE192, PE194, PE196). The dominant storyline is continuously constructed and re-

constructed depending on the situation in which the individual finds themselves 

(PE199). Further, the individual can reconstruct and strengthen the dominant storyline 

with the consideration of multiple alternative storylines (PE196) which are easy to 

reconcile (PE197).  

The following section details how storytelling can facilitate teaching. 

 

6.4.1.27. Teaching through storytelling 

The twenty-seventh category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth 

interviews with psychologists dealt with how learning and teaching made by the 

individual can occur through storytelling. This category was important in the 

understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the self because it explored 

how the individual used storytelling to learn about the world and to teach others. The 

interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.28. 

 

Table 6.28: Teaching through storytelling 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE200 We teach life skills through stories, through storytelling, and watching a 
movie is the same I guess. 

PE201 The purpose of stories is to teach you about an aspect of life. 

 

As shown in Table 6.28, a couple of participants alluded to the use of storytelling in 

teaching (PE200, PE201). More specifically, participants suggested that storytelling 
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could facilitate (PE200) the teaching of life skills, as well as certain aspects of life 

(PE201).  

The following section considers the possible abstracted, or metanarratives that can be 

used to understand the individual’s narrative.  

 

6.4.1.28. Metanarratives 

The twenty-eighth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists dealt with the understanding of possible abstracted or 

metanarratives that could be used by the individual or the other to understand their 

narrative. This category was important in the understanding of the relationship 

between storytelling and the self because it considered broadly a commonality 

between different narratives. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category 

are provided in Table 6.29. 

 

Table 6.29: Metanarratives 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE202 There are meta themes which are common across human beings across time 
and across borders. 

PE203 We are all on a hero's journey in our lives and more share stories they have a 
character and there is always a place with a hero draws from. 

PE204 Grand master narratives will definitely influence the stories to a certain 
extent. 

 

Table 6.29 shows that participants suggested that there are abstracted metanarratives 

or grand narratives that are generalisable across individuals (PE206, PE208). One 

participant went as far to suggest that all individuals were on their own hero’s journey 

(PE207). These grand narratives or metanarratives can influence the individual’s 
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storytelling to an extent (PE208), as the individual can draw from those narratives 

(PE207).  

The following section details how individuals can use storytelling to create and 

interpret truth.  

 

6.4.1.29. Interpreting truth 

The twenty-ninth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists referred to the individual’s use of storytelling to create and interpret 

truth. This category was important in the understanding of the relationship between 

storytelling and the self because it involved the incorporation of storytelling in the 

individual’s sense-making process. The interview extracts that were relevant for this 

category are provided in Table 6.30. 

 

Table 6.30: Interpreting truth 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE205 People interpret truth differently. 
PE206 How you interpret the story and how I interpret the story could be two 

completely different things. 
PE207 The truth is informed by our experience. 
PE208 We position ourselves around the story based on where we stand and what 

we believe. 
PE209 Everything about storytelling is subjective. 
PE210 Part of my journey brings truth. 

 

Table 6.30 shows that participants reported that individuals all have different 

interpretations of truth (PE205, PE209). One participant suggested that these 

differences in truth come about because truth itself is informed by the individual’s 

experience (PE207). Furthermore, participants suggested that individuals position 

themselves “around the story” based on what they believed to be true (PE208). 
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Furthermore, the position on the story is subjective (PE209) and thus the story can be 

interpreted differently by different people (PE206).  

The following section deals with the use of metaphors in storytelling to present abstract 

feelings and thoughts in relation to the self. 

 

6.4.1.30. Metaphors 

The thirtieth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists referred to the individual’s use of metaphors in the practice of storytelling 

to present feelings and thoughts in relation to the self. This category was important in 

the understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the self because it 

considered how individuals were able to semantically present abstract thoughts into 

understandable language. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category 

are provided in Table 6.31. 

 

Table 6.31: Metaphors 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE211 You can offer a metaphor to put words into what people are feeling. 
PE212 The metaphor gives people permission to say how they feel it provides an 

authentic resolution. 
PE213 There’s one that completely identifies with this war metaphor. 
PE214 I use stories or metaphors to create a wider perspective of looking at a 

situation. 

 

As shown in Table 6.31, participants mentioned the use of metaphors in storytelling 

(PE212, PE213, PE214). Participants suggested that metaphors put words into what 

people were feeling (PE211) and provide a wider perspective of experience (PE214). 

Metaphors can refer to figurative, semantic comparisons that present abstract 

information, such as emotion or abstract thought, into something more tangible. 
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Wheelwright (1955) considered metaphors as vehicles to explain inner meaning and 

the meaning of the universe itself. Individuals can use a metaphor with which they 

identify to explain their own experience (PE213), or they can use a metaphor to 

navigate conflicts that do not seem to have an authentic resolution (PE212).  

In summation, using metaphors allows the individual to express elements of their 

reality that may not be accessible with simple description.  

The following section details the use of storytelling to deliver messages that are 

authentic.  

 

6.4.1.31. Authentic message 

The thirty-first category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists referred to the importance of the message with a story by an 

individual to authentic. This category was important in the understanding of the 

relationship between storytelling and the self because it referred to the connection 

made between the teller and listener, as well as the importance of the authenticity of 

the shared message. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are 

provided in Table 6.32. 

 

Table 6.32: Authentic message 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE215 If you really want to be impactful with storytelling you've got to make sure that 
the message you give is authentic to storytelling otherwise people feel 
confused.  

PE216 If you get a story that is broad enough but specific enough to speak to people 
then they can align themselves however they need to. 
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As shown in Table 6.32, one participant suggested that the authentic nature of a story 

in storytelling was the most impactful for individuals. More specifically, the message 

should be specific enough for people to align to it (PE215) and for recipients to not get 

confused (PE216). This category was considered to exhibit explanatory power as it 

alluded to the importance of telling real and authentic stories.  

The following section details how stories told by individual are based on true events. 

 

6.4.1.32. Stories based on true events 

The thirty-second category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with psychologists referred to the fact that stories, whether they be self-stories or 

stories of the other, are mostly based on true events. This category was important in 

the understanding of the relationship between storytelling and the self because it 

demonstrated the grounding of storytelling in what is real, true and natural. The 

interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.33. 

 

Table 6.33: Stories based on true events 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE217 All the things that influence women’s stories and how they portray their 
experiences are based mostly on, I think, on true events. 

PE218 I do think a large amount of the narratives are based on true events. 

 

Interview extracts shown in Table 6.33 show that, along with fantasy, one participant 

suggested that individuals can be inspired by stories based on true events (PE217). 

Further, this participant believed that many of the stories told are indeed based on true 

events (PE218). Although only one participant made this suggestion it was determined 

that these extracts yielded high information power because they alluded to the 

influence of reality in the exercise of storytelling.  
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The final category extracted from these interviews referred to the use of storytelling to 

identify with others. 

 

6.4.1.33. Identify with others 

The final category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

psychologists referred to the individual’s use of storytelling to identify with others. This 

category was important in the understanding of the relationship between storytelling 

and the self because it considered bringing people together in a society. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.34. 

 

Table 6.34: Identify with others 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

PE219 Like you identify with people in your everyday life. 
PE220 They might just identify with a tragedy and see themselves in the same light 

whether its fiction or non-fiction. 
PE221 It's almost like she thought out the stories that could be related to her story. 

So it's likely that when she reads her story it appears to be some prediction of 
her own experience or her own emotions onto that story. 

 

The interview extracts presented in Table 6.34 show that participants suggested that 

individuals use storytelling and story listening to identify with others (PE219, PE220) 

and for the other to identify with one’s self (PE221). More specifically, participants 

suggested that when individuals experience a story, they make predictions and imprint 

emotions onto the character of the story based on their own personal experience 

(PE221). For example, one could experience a tragedy and see themselves in those 

tragic events (PE220).  
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6.4.1.34. Summary of qualitative findings for in-depth interviews with experts in 

psychology 

Through the in-depth interviews with experts in psychology, thirty-three categories 

emerged with regards to the relationship between the story and the self. In essence, 

two experiences of story were discussed in these interviews: self-stories and stories 

of the other. Self-stories refer to stories that are told by the individual about themselves 

whereas stories of the other refer to stories told by someone other than the individual.    

The individual can experience a number of health benefits by engaging in self-

storytelling. These benefits have been reported on in the proceeding sections as well 

as in Chapter 8 of this thesis document. To summarise, individuals use self-storytelling 

to create a coherent sense of self through time. This coherent sense of self through 

time allows the individual to make sense the multitude of selves present in different 

situations. Further, when engaging in self-storytelling practice, the individual can make 

sense of themselves and their life as well as the complex and difficult social reality in 

which they find themselves. Another benefit of self-storytelling is the use of storytelling 

to build dominant narratives and repress narratives that they may deem to be 

threatening or harmful. In all, self-storytelling allows the individual to create a healthy 

and sustainable narrative about themselves and about reality.  

On the other hand, stories told by the other offer different benefits for the individual. 

With the engagement with stories told by the other the individual can identify, 

sympathise, and aspire to be like the characters in the story. This experience of stories 

told by the other allows the individual to further reflect on themselves through the 

transportation into the story of the other. The following section reports the finding for 

interviews conducted with experts in storytelling.  

 

6.4.2. Analysis of interviews with storytelling experts  

The analysis of the storytelling expert’s interviews followed an inductive process as 

per the recommendations of Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2012), as well as the 

recommendation of Thomas (2003). This inductive process allowed the codes and 
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themes to emerge from the text as opposed to the pre-determined criteria determined 

by the theory. As per the inductive process, the researcher did not create categories 

and codes prior to the analysis; rather, the researcher allowed the categories to 

emerge from the text.  

Storytelling experts were selected based on their storytelling experience. The 

storytellers shown in Table 6.35 engage with storytelling in different ways from poetry, 

to directing, to acting and to writing. Also included in Table 6.35 is the occupation, the 

years of professional experience as well as their gender. The demographic information 

gathered was sourced from publicly available information. These details were not 

asked in the interviews because they did not have relevance to the objectives of the 

study. 

 

Table 6.35: Breakdown of interview participants 

Participant 
no. 

Gender Occupation Area of 
speciality 

Years of 
professional 
experience 

Storyteller 1 Male Director  Theatre Unknown 
Storyteller 2 Female Drama academic  Theatre 

 Screenplay 
Unknown 

Storyteller 3 Female TV Actress and 
Script revision 

 TV acting 
 Script revision 

3 years 

Storyteller 4 Male Director and poet  Documentary 
 Poetry 

Unknown 

Storyteller 5 Female Director, actress, 
playwright and musician 

 Playwriting 
 Music 
 Acting 
 Directing 

Unknown 

Storyteller 6 Male Director and writer  Film Unknown 

 

The following sections detail the categories that emerged from the inductive analysis. 

The description of categories is included in the following sections. These descriptions 

used extracts from the interviews that are presented in Tables 6.36 through to 6.38. 
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Interview extracts are referenced throughout using their code ‘Storyteller extract’ (SE) 

1 to 267.  

The first category that is discussed is the use of music in storytelling. 

 

6.4.2.1. The use of music in storytelling 

The first category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts details the use of music in storytelling to progress the plot or signify 

character. This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling, as it 

explored the positive effect that music may have on both plot progression and 

character. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in 

Table 6.34. 

 

Table 6.36: The use of music in storytelling 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE1 He’s this bad guy, there’s always this same sound every time and basically the 
enhancement of music really came to play for me in storytelling. 

SE2 It blew my mind how like insane the music was in this film that it makes you 
feel instantly cool and instantly *****. 

SE3 So that’s the music side of storytelling that was portrayed very well and really 
inspired me. 

SE4 What ends up happening is just when they bring the sound back in you start 
becoming aware of it again. 

SE5 An intense sense of longing so then that chord can happen through that and 
another chord trying to resolve it. Then it builds up both. 

 

Table 6.36 shows that participants suggested that music has value in storytelling (e.g., 

SE2, SE3). One participant shared an example of where music accompanied the 

villain (SE1). Another proposed the use of music in plot progression, such as in an 

opera (SE5) or bringing back a sound that was introduced earlier on in a story (SE4). 
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There, therefore, may be a use of music to progress the plot or to signify character. In 

summation, music in a story can be used to present character or to progress the plot.  

The following section details the use of character archetypes in storytelling. 

 

6.4.2.2. The use of character archetypes in storytelling 

The second category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts details the possible use of archetypes in the development of 

character. This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling, as it 

explored how archetypes could be used to develop believable characters that behave 

in the appropriate way. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are 

provided in Table 6.37. 

 

Table 6.37: The use of character archetypes in storytelling 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE6 You start talking about a certain character, in like a character profile and then 
you ask the person themself what animal they think the character is.  

SE7 You start looking at the characters as their own spirit animal, you can even 
Google it. 

SE8 Okay well, how would this person based on their animal how would they react. 
SE9 So, this person would probably would just say like, this one would probably 

say quite mean things from time to time and be fine again because she’s 
lashing out really quickly then she’s back to being fabulous and being fake, 
you know. 

SE10 Definitely the lion, the lion would work out.  
SE11 So obviously there's stereotypes of people. 
SE12 You need to take down the right stereotypes and decide what are the 

stereotypes that your character is going to take on. 
SE13 The writer stereotypes the character. 
SE14 But creating a character within the archetypes. So creating a person that I can 

know and that I can speak to you. 
SE15 You have to play with the archetypes. You cannot treat them and critically… 

So scratch that part about the archetypes. 
SE16 You start talking about a certain character in like a character profile and then 

you ask the person themselves what animals...  
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Table 6.37 shows that participants suggested a good way to conceptualise and 

construct characters was through character archetypes (e.g., SE6, SE7, SE11, SE13) 

such as persona or animal archetypes. Apart from being a practical way to 

conceptualise and construct characters, character archetypes could be used as a 

practical way to determine how characters would behave in certain situations. For 

example, the storyteller could use animals as archetypes (SE6, SE7) and could use 

the way the animal acted to determine how the character acted (SE10). To conclude, 

the storyteller could play with archetypes (SE15) to creatively manipulate character 

traits and the way the characters interacted or dealt with conflict.  

The following section details the importance of gaining empathy from audience to the 

characters of a story.  

 

6.4.2.3. Empathy with the characters’ struggles 

The third category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts details the importance of empathy elicited from the audience for 

the characters in a story. This category was important in the understanding of good 

storytelling, as it detailed the role empathy has in the appraisal of a story. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.38. 

 

Table 6.38: Empathy with the character’s struggles  

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE17 The moment you can endear with something the more they can empathise. 
SE18 You tell a little embarrassing story about what happened, people will empathise 

a lot better than if you kind of regurgitate it; something in the world… let’s say 
an opinion.  

SE19 You can receive sympathy and empathy for the situation. 
SE20 Maybe I've never been in this situation, but I can just relate to whether to it or 

have empathy with that human connection. 
SE21 The character is found in his natural environment and you learn a bit about the 

character, and you gain a bit of empathy with him. 
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- Table 6.38 continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE22 You gain empathy with him and then you understand his situation. 
SE23 It's a combination for you to invest and empathise with the character. 
SE24 For you to empathise with a character they have to be kind, good at what they 

do, or in a really bad position. 
SE25 If someone is in a bad situation you empathise with them. 
SE26 If the pain isn't great or long enough then it’s an unearned emotion. 
SE27 To avoid it becoming sentimental you have to show the pain as well. 
SE28 They also channel like their pain and their trauma until right about when they 

inspire other people. 

 

Table 6.38 shows that participants suggested that good stories allowed the audience 

to empathise with the struggles of the characters (SE17, SE18, SE23). Furthermore, 

the audience could emotionally connect with a story if they could experience empathy 

(SE17). Even if the audience had never personally experienced the situation of the 

character, they could still empathise with them (SE20). The audience could experience 

this empathy if they understood the situation (SE22), perceived the character to be 

kind (SE24) or going through a bad situation or significant pain (SE25, SE26). 

Furthermore, one storyteller stressed that this pain should be sufficiently large in order 

to not be sentimental (E26) and gain empathy from the audience (SE27).  

The following section explores the importance of including relevant and relatable 

themes in storytelling. 

 

6.4.2.4. Relatable themes present in storytelling 

The fourth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts, presented the importance of using relatable themes in storytelling. 

This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling, as it detailed 

why using relatable themes resulted in greater immersion into the story from the 

audience. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in 

Table 6.39. 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



233 

 

Table 6.39: Relatable themes present in storytelling 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE29 When you take themes that people can relate to and many people can relate 
to that theme of being a little crazy, or being a little unrealistic about things; 
getting a little caught up in it. 

SE30 Another very interesting storytelling aspect is choosing how to be relatable. 
SE31 The good stories, like everything that happens, is linked to a theme which is 

brought together by the story. 
SE32 I think if you talk about tension, can you relate to it? 

 

Table 6.39 shows how storytellers suggested that an important part of storytelling is 

deciding on how to make the story relatable (SE30). Relatable stories further allow for 

greater absorption into the narrative. Moreover, good stories are held together when 

they are linked to a central theme (SE31). Storytellers suggested that, by using 

relatable themes and tension, the audience could get caught up in the story (SE29).  

The following section details the use of universal themes that can be relatable to an 

array of audiences. 

 

6.4.2.5. The universal themes in storytelling 

The fifth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts details the importance of using universal themes in storytelling. 

This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling as it described 

the universality of stories in general as well the benefit of incorporating universal 

themes in the storytelling exercise. The interview extracts that were relevant for this 

category are provided in Table 6.40. 
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Table 6.40: The universal message in storytelling 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE33 It’s just that, with personal stories the universal message is lost and missing. 
So it’s a big lesson I learnt in creating is the more personal you make 
something without going me, me, me and you, you, you, you just create a 
narrative that is very personal. 

SE34 People see those universal lessons and things are way better and they can 
feel free to find it themselves. 

SE35 One broad message which everything scene has, has to link into something 
some way and then structured just has to make sense. 

SE36 Stories are universal.  
SE37 There's something incredibly universal part of the catharsis. 
SE38 Be very, very specific, the more local you are the more universal you become.  
SE39 There are universal themes for all of humanity throughout the ages. 
SE40 I believe in this collective subconscious. 
SE41 You do have certain stories that are coming over and over again. 

 

As shown in Table 6.40, multiple participants suggested that there are universal 

themes and stories through time and space (SE36, SE39). One participant 

commented that there are “certain stories that are coming over and over again” 

(SE41). Furthermore, stories should be created to deliver that universal message 

(SE33) where the audience could draw on these universal lessons to find themselves 

(SE34) and find meaning (SE39).  

The following section explores the importance of tempo in the progression of the plot. 

 

6.4.2.6. Tempo of the plot in a story 

The sixth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts details the tempo of the action that occurred in the plot progression. 

This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling as it described 

the importance of the pace in plot progression. The interview extracts that were 

relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.41. 
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Table 6.41: Tempo of the plot in a story 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE42 Like you only know, like 30 seconds can feel like death if you’re busy burning 
your hand on a stove. 

SE43 The only lighting that there was for this production was just like, almost like a 
deep kind of warm light and that kind of indicated night and day, but it took so 
long to turn to night that it just didn’t stop. 

SE44 It felt very natural as the light would come up and then it would come down, 
systematically. But when you have such a traumatic scene that you are 
watching, and its coming down to exactly the same amount of time, it’s so 
upsetting because you want it to go quicker. 

SE45 The movie is well paced. 
SE46 There’s this line that shifted everything, and it’s this presenter women and she 

goes: ‘did you know that every 3 seconds a woman is raped”. Then what 
happens is she just looks at every person in the audience, every 3 times she 
claps she looks at another person, and it was so upsetting. 

 

Table 6.41 shows that multiple storytelling experts alluded to the importance of tempo 

and pace in a story (e.g., SE45). One participant made reference to a play where light 

and dark occurred with regular intervals; however, the audience felt like the days would 

not end and the nights passed by too quickly (SE43, SE44). The use of appropriate 

pace allowed the audience to truly feel the pace of time. For example, one participant 

made the example of placing your hand on a hot stove for 30 seconds to illustrate the 

power of 30 seconds when dealing with pain (SE42).  

The following section details the importance of proportional action present in a story. 

 

6.4.2.7. The magnitude of the action 

The seventh category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts details the magnitude of the action. This category was important in 

the understanding of good storytelling, as it detailed the importance of proportionality 

with regards to the action present in a story. The interview extracts that were relevant 

for this category are provided in Table 6.42. 
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Table 6.42: The magnitude of the action 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE47 I think the magnitude does lie with small things and also the honestly of it. 
SE48 They obviously wanted one to understand the magnitude of his problem and we 

didn't understand the magnitude of his reaction in that moment, but later on we 
understood because obviously there is something majorly wrong with him. 

SE49 Like a small message can have a big impact in terms of how to do that. 
SE50 If the change is too big then the audience will lose interest. 
SE51 For a character to go through change, you can’t just go for the jugular. You have 

to struggle. 
SE52 The pain has to be in proportion to the crisis.  
SE53 If I’m a little bit fat I’m not going to get a gastric bypass surgery, I’m going to the 

gym.  
SE54 There has to be enough to push him over the edge. 
SE55 The pain has to be proportionate to the crises. 
SE56 You can usually have one event but in life I think it’s compounded. 
SE57 For example, my cat crapped on the floor, it’s the little things that push people 

over the edge. 
SE58 It’s not that I scream at my colleagues and then I lose my job. It’s usually, the 

little things. The printer doesn’t work. The ink spills on my ... Small things like 
that.  

SE59 It has to be in proportion to the character’s crisis. 
SE60 There are levels of conflict, so there's like a low level and there's like a high level 

of conflict. 
SE61 Having a crisis that's at the right level and speaks to the character is important 

for having good classes. 

 

Table 6.42 shows how participants repeatedly reported a necessity of the action to be 

proportional to the crisis (SE50, SE52, SE59) and to exhibit enough pain and force to 

incite the character into action (e.g., SE53, SE54). Participants also suggested that the 

magnitude of the action lay not in large actions, but in the culmination of many small 

actions (SE47, SE56, SE57). Furthermore, it could be a small action that pushes the 

character over the edge (SE54, SE55, SE58). The level of conflict is therefore important. 

For instance, one participant used the example of the unlikelihood of a marginally 

overweight person getting gastric bypass surgery as opposed to going to the gym 

(SE53).  

The following section details the importance of proper character background as well as 

how to develop the character background. 
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6.4.2.8. Character background 

The eighth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts detailed the importance of developing a proper and thorough 

character background. This category was important in the understanding of good 

storytelling, as it described the importance of character background as well as how the 

storyteller could practically develop a character background. The interview extracts that 

were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.43. 

 

Table 6.43: Character background 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE62 If I’m going to write a song about a stalker I’m going on to write it from the 
perceptive of the stalker. 

SE63 I’m going to create an entire world where you are following his mind. 
SE64 You actually make a 3D of that that person said so now you've got a few 

elements. 
SE65 You need to actually to decide what is the different characteristics of that person 

why was that person in that person in that situation. 
SE66 It's not only their personality you need to also understand the characters life. 
SE67 You need to go and research and think what are those things that you can play 

on. If it's someone that's been hurt in her life, one of the characteristics of 
someone that's dealing with a lot of deep things. 

SE68 There's a lot of clues that writers write for characters and how they see the 
character. 

SE69 It's also very important for you to actually to understand the 3D personality of 
that character and to actually make decisions; definite decisions. 

SE70 You need to make the character believable. 
SE71 To completely understand who that person is they need to do proper research 

and everything to understand. 
SE72 If we don't play with the archetypes it becomes stale. 
SE73 It’s about 3 dimensionality. 
SE74 It’s about creating characters, it is about an archetype, but its three dimensional. 

 

Table 6.43 shows that the storytellers that have been interviewed have stressed a 

need for storytellers to create a sufficiently detailed character background (SE65, 

SE66, SE67). Multiple participants referred to creating three-dimensional characters 
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(SE64, SE69, SE73, SE74), whereby their personality, traits, persona are viewed from 

all angles. A thorough character background allows the storytellers to instil decisions 

in characters that are truly their own (SE69). Writers should conduct proper research 

(SE71) and write the characters based on how they see them (SE68), as well as from 

the perspective of the character themselves (SE62). Creating characters is therefore 

not an exercise of constructing archetypes but developing character’s life (SE66).  

The following section details the use of character breaking point to incite action.  

 

6.4.2.9. Character breaking point 

The ninth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytellers, discusses the use of character breaking points to incite action in a story. 

This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling as it provided 

the practical plot progression tool which allowed the plot to progress from the 

conscious will of the characters themselves, stemming from a breaking point or a low 

point. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 

6.44. 

 

Table 6.44: Character breaking point 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE75 Often what makes a story worth seeing is where all the characters are at their 
breakpoint. 

SE76 Wherever you have an antagonist, his breaking point is where he becomes 
kind or when he shows kindness. 

SE77 The breaking point for a protagonist is either they’re just completely shattered 
down. 

SE78 I feel that is quite important to see a breaking point. 
SE79 He needs to go through the pain before he breaks because if he doesn't then 

he doesn't really grow. 
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Table 6.44 illustrates how participants expressed a need for characters to experience 

a breaking point (SE78). Participants suggested that good stories are story where all 

the characters reach their breaking point (SE75). The breaking point is the moment 

where either the antagonist shows his kindness (SE76), or the protagonist is shattered 

down (SE77). Furthermore, for the breaking point to have its significant impact there 

needs to be significant pain (SE79).  

The following section discusses the use of symbolism in storytelling. 

 

6.4.2.10. The use of symbolism 

The tenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytellers details the use of symbolism in storytelling. This category was important in 

the understanding of good storytelling, as it illustrated how truth and abstract ideas 

could be communicated implicitly in a story. The interview extracts that were relevant 

for this category are provided in Table 6.45. 

 

Table 6.45: The use of symbolism 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE80 I tried to take the symbolism of like you’re looking at pictures of someone. 
SE81 Clearly you can look at the symbolism. 
SE82 You can’t put yourself in someone’s shoes in they are swimming in like a 

symbolic bath of blood you know.  
SE83 A spider would be a symbol of the divine kingdom. 
SE84 That’s the one thing that’s very important is you symbolically look at something. 

So when you’re dealing with conflict it’s always good to look at the symbolism 
of someone that is struggling to express themselves.  

SE85 So, what can you do symbolically to make that come across in the story?  
SE86 That’s the one way to show or express conflict is symbolically show it. 
SE87 You symbolically look at that and then conflict in different ways. 
SE88 I guess symbolism has to do with the subtext which I feel like is one of the most 

important parts of film. 
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A theme that consistently arose during the interviews with storytellers was the issue 

of symbolism in storytelling, shown in Table 6.45. Participants suggested that 

storytellers should consider how to incorporate symbolism (e.g., SE81, SE85) such as 

visual or auditory artefacts that represented ideas or metaphors. Symbolism could be 

used by storytellers to communicate character (SE80, SE83) and to show struggle and 

conflict (SE84, SE85). In addition to this, symbolism could exist in the subtext of the 

story (SE88). In general, participants suggested using symbolism to communicate 

story elements without explicitly expressing them in the story.  

The following section details the importance and the use of conflict in storytelling. 

 

6.4.2.11. Conflict 

The eleventh category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts discussed the importance and the use of conflict in storytelling. 

This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling because without 

conflict there is no story. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are 

provided in Table 6.46. 

 

Table 6.46: Conflict 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE89 Conflict, I would say, is when someone is portraying something as a strength 
but is actually their weakness. 

SE90 So, you always take the one thing that purely creates the story and then conflict 
is where you take the complete opposite, that’s going to make this person 
question themselves, or that’s going to make them question the situation. 

SE91 Create obstacles within that: the girl doesn’t have a voice; you need to create 
a situation that at some point she does get it whether it be a friend or her or 
coming and completely getting a makeover and changing her persona. 

SE92 If there's no conflict, there's no story. 
SE93 Without conflict there is no character. 
SE94 Conflict is drama. 
SE95 (conflict) It's the only thing that makes you keep watching.  
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- Table 6.46 continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE96 Conflict is drama, and without that its quite boring.  
SE97 Conflict needs to be legitimate. 
SE98 I don’t like conflict for conflict sake. 
SE99 Tension is conflict. 
SE100 There's a lot of different emotions that can be tied to conflict. 

 

As shown in Table 6.46, participants stressed that conflict is an important part of 

storytelling. “If there is no conflict, there’s no story” (SE92). Furthermore, participants 

believed that conflict is the drama itself (SE94), it is the tension (SE99) and the thing 

that keeps the audience watching (SE95). Furthermore, conflict in a story is tied to 

emotion (SE100), and without this conflict the story would be “boring” (SE96). 

Participants illustrated conflict as opposing forces, such as a weakness hidden as a 

strength (SE89), the opposite of the action of the story (SE90), or the obstacles that 

the character had to face (SE91). Additionally, this conflict should be legitimate 

(SE97), meaning it should not exist for its own sake (SE98).  

The following section details the different types of conflict that can be observed in a 

story. 

 

6.4.2.12. The different types of conflict 

The twelfth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts discussed the different types of conflict that could be used in 

storytelling. This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling 

because it may be important to understand which conflicts are relevant to which 

stories. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in 

Table 6.47. 
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Table 6.47: The different types of conflict 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE101 Angels of America, where you have a bunch of people who are closeted, and 
their strength is that they’re an Archaean society as they are hiding their 
sexuality but when they find their sexuality they’re strong. But 
actually, there’s so much vulnerability in it. That’s the internal conflict. 

SE102 Even if it's not a major thing happening it can be an internal growth in the 
character an internal change of opinion in a character. 

SE103 Addiction is a good example of where there is two people fighting in your mind, 
it can be you fighting that additive person in your head  

SE104 There is mental illness as well. The audience will say, “well can’t you see that 
they’re not there” and you desperately want the guy to see that the characters 
are not there and so if you are rooting for and against themself.  

SE105 Also, in pride, these are characters within themselves, definitely, a conflict 
within their self, an inner conflict. 

SE106 We know, with an alcoholic going into a bar something different will come out 
than let’s say an AA meeting or when they’re with their children. 

SE107 The best way to get that inner conflict out is to get a crisis that speaks to the 
conflict in the character. 

SE108 External conflict is the trouble that: what would happen if they come out?  
SE109 I think when you have conflict you get external and internal conflict always in 

any plot. 
SE110 You get the internal conflict, and the external conflict is where you take that 

one situation, for example you take a vampire: he kills people, he doesn’t care, 
he needs blood, but he meets this one person that stops him from do that.  

SE111 There's a lot of different types of conflict. 

 

As shown in Table 6.47, participants suggested that there were different types of 

conflict (SE111). More specifically, participants alluded to two types: internal conflict 

and external conflict (e.g., SE109, SE110). Participants referred to internal conflict as 

the internal change that a character goes through (SE102), the internal struggles such 

as mental illness (SE103), addiction (SE103, SE104), issues of personal identity 

(SE101) or personality traits (SE105). Internal conflict is therefore a fight in the 

character’s self (SE107). External conflict, on the other hand, would be the external 

consequences of decisions, such as a homosexual person coming out of the closet 

(SE108).  

The following section discusses the use of character desire to progress the plot. 
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6.4.2.13. Desire 

The thirteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts considered the progression of action as a result of character 

desire. This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling because 

without the desire of the characters, the action of the story would not occur through 

the will of the characters. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category 

are provided in Table 6.48. 

 

Table 6.48: Desire 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE112 So, there’s always this thing of conflict as a desire and getting the opposite of 
what you think you were going to get. 

SE113 Once again looking at the word ‘desire’ and then creating obstacles that’s 
stops you from getting desire and also often then completely changing, like 
you end up getting what you want but in a completely different way. 

SE114 The main conflict is between becoming this product of desire unwillingly. 
SE115 It's basically there's something a character wants and its reality so it's his 

expectation of what he wants, and the reality of the situation don't align. 

 

As illustrated in Table 6.48, storytellers referred to the importance of desire in conflict 

and the progression of the plot. More specifically, participants suggested that the main 

conflict of a story comes as a result of the disparity of what the character wants and 

what is realised in their reality (SE112, SE115). In this misalignment (SE115) conflict 

naturally forms (SE115), as obstacles get in the way of the character getting what they 

desire (SE113). In summation, the character’s desire can manifest itself in the conflict 

of the story as the character faces challenges to get what they desire as well as 

reconcile not getting what they desire.  

The following section considers the importance of the creation of human connections 

through the storytelling effort. 
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6.4.2.14. Human connection 

The fourteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts, considered the need for stories to create human connections 

between the storyteller and the audience. This category was important in the 

understanding of good storytelling because it explored how the storyteller could 

connect with his or her audience. The interview extracts that were relevant for this 

category are provided in Table 6.49. 

 

Table 6.49: Human connection 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE116 It will resonate with somebody one day and that's all that matters you know. 
SE117 I'm this human desire to want to connect with someone. 
SE118 But usually when I come back to it, I still relate to it and I saw resonate with 

that. 
SE119 How it moved me will be that I related to something. 
SE120 Metaphorically you just want to resonate with my story you want to, you know, 

be touched by my words. 
SE121 Storytelling in essence of words and sharing and human connection is the 

bridge. 
SE122 We engage with your audience, so how you connect with them is through 

storytelling. 
SE123 There still needs to be a human connection. 

 

Table 6.49 show that storytellers expressed a need for stories to resonate (SE116) 

and create a human connection (SE123) with their audience. More specifically, 

storytellers suggested that through metaphor (SE120) and emotion (SE119) the 

storyteller could tell stories that could create an emotional bridge between the 

storyteller and their audience (SE121). It is a human desire to connect with others 

(SE117); therefore, stories should resonate emotionally and create a human 

connection with the audience (SE122).  

The following section details how the story can incorporate deeper meaning and truth. 
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6.4.2.15. Deeper meaning and truth 

The fifteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts, involved the understanding of the incorporation of truth and 

deeper meaning in storytelling practice. This category was important in the 

understanding of good storytelling because good stories present the audience with 

truths in which they recognise deeper meaning. The interview extracts that were 

relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.50. 

 

Table 6.50: Deeper meaning and truth 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE124 Reading words as reading into poetry like to find like deeper meaning you 
know? 

SE125 If you want to read a novel, you open yourself up to receive the deeper 
message. 

SE126 I think truth all comes back to your reality being portrayed and not having to 
filter it. 

SE127 I would have kept watching it if there was a level of truth in it, or like personal 
growth. 

 

Poetry and storytelling have long been thought of as a vehicle for delivering truth and 

meaning. As shown in Table 6.50, the storytellers that were interviewed echoed this 

belief. Firstly, stories that are imbedded with truth and meaning kept the attention of 

the audience (SE127). Further, the audience of a story opened up to receive the 

deeper meaning or truth when deciding to experience a story (SE124, SE125). Lastly, 

one participant suggested that truth communicated to the individual’s own reality 

(SE126) to which they could experience unfiltered.  

The following section details the importance of a storyteller writing stories from their 

own experience.  
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6.4.2.16. Writing from your own experience 

The sixteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts, considered the importance of creating stories from the storyteller’s 

own experience. This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling 

because good stories may give insight into how authentic stories could be developed. 

The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.51. 

 

Table 6.51: Writing from your own experience 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE128 If I tell you my life story you might not relate to any part of it, but me explaining 
it to you and giving you contacts, you might like change your perspective.  

SE129 80% of my writing is mainly like based on my own experience. 
SE130 Even though it really even realistic in my life, I've literally have been through 

that. 
SE131 I think a lot of what your personality is about is a story you tell. 
SE132 As an author I am thinking is my writing as a woman is a different from my 

writing as a man. 
SE133 The thought can also be like an action that I wanted. 
SE134 They also channel like their pain and their trauma until right about them to 

inspire other people. 

 

Table 6.51 demonstrates that participants believed strongly that storytelling comes 

from the heart and should be driven by the author’s own experience. Authors could 

channel their own pain and trauma into their stories to inspire other people (SE134) or 

change their perspective in some way (SE128). The storytellers interviewed 

predominantly wrote from their own experience (SE128, SE129) and suggested that 

storytelling was a way to express their personality and identity (SE128, SE131). For 

example, one participant suggested that, as a woman, she is conscious about how her 

writing would be different from that of a man (SE132).  

The following section details the importance of maintaining a nuanced perspective in 

the storytelling effort. 
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6.4.2.17. Nuance 

The seventeenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts considered the importance of telling stories that exhibit a 

nuanced perspective. This category was important in the understanding of good 

storytelling, as it allowed for storylines to be sufficiently balanced as opposed to 

propagandist. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided 

in Table 6.52. 

 

Table 6.52: Nuance 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE135 I don't like pushing immersion. Like I said, spoon feeding people or putting in 
oldest dramatic music to make to force you to feel this emotion. 

SE136 I'm also not into trying to force an emotion. 
SE137 The way this story like hides its message just enough so that it's not thrown in 

your face. 
SE138 Definitely having it not thrown in your face, like with dialogue, literally 

expressing the theme of the message with dialogue; you shouldn't be doing 
that. 

SE139 Nuance has to do with it. 
SE140 Biggest difference between a story with nuances and one without nuance is: 

one is propaganda, and one is not. 
SE141 There's little nuances and grey areas that makes it interesting play. 
SE142 A story can bring balance to these types of things speaking about things with 

nuance things about gender and race and religion. 
SE143 The conflict that is most interesting for me is when both sides have a good 

point, because that is usually a very good fight. 
SE144 You’ve got to give both sides some very good points. 
SE145 When we’re arguing about something that’s quite obviously the audience 

chooses a side, it’s boring.  
SE146 You want people, to not necessarily pick a side but really to be able to see both 

sides of an argument or of something. 
SE147 There is a bias in what they see as a credible story specially with one with 

shifting power dynamics that's going to be their priority. 
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Table 6.52 shows that participants repeatedly asserted that good stories contained a 

nuanced perspective (SE139, SE140, SE141, SE143, SE144). A nuanced perspective 

refers to giving all parties “good points” (SE143, SE144) referring to the motives of the 

characters on each side, which allowed the audience to have to decide which side 

they are on. More specifically, if it is too obvious for the audience to decide on the 

good side, the story could be boring (SE145). Nuance also refers to not “spoon-

feeding” the audience messages (SE135, SE138). The storyteller should show good 

points from both sides and trust the audience to pick a side (E143). Having nuance in 

a story can bring balance to the narrative (SE142) and credibility to the story (SE147).  

The following section details the importance of creating stories that are believable.  

 

6.4.2.18. Believability 

The eighteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts considered the importance of creating stories that were 

sufficiently believable. This category was important in the understanding of good 

storytelling because believable stories are more likely to result in the transportation 

effect and result in catharsis. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category 

are provided in Table 6.53. 

 

Table 6.53: Believability  

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE148 I can tell a story through a video or a poem or a documentary. The way I make 
it believable is, once again, that it has to be truthful. 

SE149 Your main goal is to tell a story and to make it as believable as possible, and 
as realistic as possible. 

SE150 You need to let your audience believe this is actually a person and this is 
happening.  

SE151 How is it (the character) going to be realistic to you? 
SE152 When people start trying to become too abstract that's when they lose the 

humanity of the character. 
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- Table 6.53 continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE153 It's incredibly important if you're telling a story that you name it and create as 
specific context as possible.  

SE154 You have to be very mindful of what's realistic and what is not. 
SE155 If the change comes too quickly or too easily it’s not believable. 
SE156 Believability I think it's the most important part. 
SE157 If the story is about an albino, you’re not going to cast someone that’s not. 

 

As shown in Table 6.53, believability is an important part of storytelling according to 

the participants interviewed (SE156). The storyteller should decide on what would be 

realistic and what would not be realistic (SE155) for the character (SE151). The 

storyteller should also decide on how the events would occur in a realistic way 

(SE150). Believability was therefore a central goal for any storyteller (SE149). To 

make a story believable, the characters should be realistic (SE157), the action should 

occur at an appropriate pace (SE155) and the story should be grounded in reality 

(SE152). The storyteller can achieve believability be being as specific as possible 

(SE153).  

The following section details the use of dialogue and tone in storytelling. 

 

6.4.2.19. Dialogue and tone 

The nineteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts involved the use of dialogue and tone in storytelling. This 

category was important in the understanding of good storytelling as it provided 

practical insight into the elements of the story outside plot and character. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.54. 
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Table 6.54: Dialogue and tone 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE158 There is a certain way in how you can …So if you argue there's this time where 
you scream and when you argue, but then in the Notebook and in About Time 
there's also places where she actually lowers her voice and such a like a softer 
volume and a huskier tone. 

SE159 The combined voice sometimes it goes let a little bit faster a little bit louder and 
then it changes through the conversation. Would he say that? It acts in a similar 
way to music in a way that music uses pitch and tone. 

SE160 Also breathing, this is this thing off like how you use your pauses and in music, 
when you're at the chorus there’s the hype, the height of the main thing of this 
song. It's quicker, it's faster. 

SE161 There's a lot of storytelling that goes on with body language and your eyes. 

 

As shown in Table 6.54, one participant mentioned that there was a lot of storytelling 

that occurred through body language (SE162). Furthermore, other participants 

suggested that the dialogue and tone characters use in stories could contribute to the 

story in a significant way. For example, in music, pauses in the song and the chorus 

could be used to hype up the climax of a song or of an opera (SE162). In addition to 

this, character in film could use higher or lower pitches in their voices in certain 

situations to facilitate the conflict (SE159, SE160) in a similar way to music (SE161).  

The following section details the importance of plot in storytelling. 

 

6.4.2.20. The Importance of plot 

The twentieth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts detailed the importance of proper plot construction in story 

creation. This category is important in the understanding of good storytelling because 

plot has been considered vital in every story. The interview extracts that were relevant 

for this category are provided in Table 6.55. 
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Table 6.55: The importance of plot 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE162 It's very important to understand the plot if you're working with the character.  
SE163 Plot is everything and crisis is plot. Without crisis it's not a story it's just life. 
SE164 There is tension in everything. 

 

Table 6.55 shows that participants stressed the importance of proper plot construction. 

While some storytelling experts may consider plot before character and other 

character before plot; one participant suggested that the author of a story should first 

consider and understand the plot before they could think about the character (SE163). 

Without the plot, there is no crisis (SE164) and therefore no tension, which is central 

to storytelling (SE165).  

The following section details the importance of characters acting as conscious entities 

themselves.  

 

6.4.2.21. Characters as conscious entities 

The twenty-first category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts explored the use of characters as conscious entities 

themselves. This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling, as 

the audience must empathise with the characters to experience narrative 

transportation and catharsis. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category 

are provided in Table 6.56. 
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Table 6.56: Characters as conscious entities 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE165 You need to completely understand where your character is going because 
your character cannot go to a certain place if you don't actually understand 
where they need to go. 

SE166 You're trying to figure out why did that person react the way that they did.  
SE167 They must believe that the character will react. 
SE168 If the crisis does not link to core questions about the character, then it is not 

interesting. 
SE169 You need to give them good points. 
SE170 If they are unreasonable, they need a very good reason for being 

unreasonable. 
SE171 You talk about the character as if it's part of being the first person. 
SE172 There is always a fatal flaw. 
SE173 What is probable for them, the area that they are in, they're not going to 

become a very good dresser if they are the men for example. 
SE174 If I want a really proud man to admit his faults, I can’t make him confess it 

immediately. He has to lose his job, then his wife, then his children. 
SE175 It's there's very different ways in which of you can deal with conflict. 
SE176 My biggest thing with conflict is different motivations. 
SE177 The best way to let that conflict out is to let them interact with the world because 

different spaces will bring about different stuff in their selves. 
SE178 I do think the crisis must speak to the character. They don't stand apart. 

 

Table 6.56 shows that participants believed that characters should make decisions 

themselves and progress though the plot as conscious entities. For example, one 

participant suggested even talking about character in the first person (SE171). The 

writer must understand where the character needs to go before, they can determine 

the character’s journey (SE165).  

Another participant phrased this issue differently by suggesting that the writer should 

give the character “a very good reason” to act the way they do (SE170). The reason 

may be a fatal flaw (SE172), or fault (SE174), or a good point (SE169). Further, the 

character must link to the crisis (SE168), and conscious actions of the character must 

be probable in their character profile (SE173). Therefore, the characters’ decision in 

relation to conflict results from their own motivations (SE176), resulting in a multitude 

of different ways characters can deal with conflict (SE176). In conclusion, the 
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character as a conscious entity should react to the world around them and bring out 

their own self through their decision-making (SE177).  

The following section explores how conflict arises from the dramatic situation that the 

characters find themselves in.  

 

6.4.2.22. Conflict resultant from situation 

The twenty-second category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth 

interviews with storytelling experts explored how conflict should result from the 

situation in which the characters find themselves. This category was important in the 

understanding of good storytelling as it gives meaning to and motivation for the conflict 

that occurs. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in 

Table 6.57. 

 

Table 6.57: Conflict resultant from situation 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE179 Conflict obviously depends on a situation. 
SE180 It depends on what the situation is, what your character emotions are, and how 

your character would actually react to something. 
SE181 The situation is the basis for all stories.  
SE182 I think the situation can be the conflict. 
SE183 There can be an ecological character, for example, in a courtroom, 

the villain or the conflict can stem from the law.  
SE184 The surroundings create the conflict definitely and creates the comedy.  
SE185 Usually that conflict comes out when they are in a crisis. 
SE186 I can fart at home, but if I fart in church that is suddenly funny. 
SE187 I think it's the other way around the dramatics arises from the conflict situation. 
SE188 Conflict can't exist on its own. It needs a dramatic situation to create the conflict 

that we need to progression, an ultimate conclusion, so that's the thing about 
stories, they do have ends. 

SE189 You can connect with a character in some way through some universal 
situation that they may be in. 
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Table 6.57 demonstrates that participants believed conflict comes as a result of the 

situation in which characters find themselves in (e.g., SE179, SE181, SE182, SE187). 

Characters react to conflict in a situation (SE180). This situation is the basis for conflict 

(SE179, SE185) and thus the basis for story (SE181). One participant, however, 

considered the situation as a character itself, using the courtroom and the law as 

characters themselves (SE183). The situation, which may be universal (SE189), 

creates the conflict. One participant used the example of a character passing wind, 

whereby at home there would be no comedy but, in a church, it would have some 

comic value (SE186). To conclude, the conflict arises from a situation which can 

instigate the progression of the plot and therefore the action (SE188).  

The following section details how the action in a story must be crucial in the plot, in 

other words not redundant.  

 

6.4.2.23. Action importance 

The twenty-third category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts explained the need for the action of a story to be important to 

the plot for it to be included. This category was important in the understanding of good 

storytelling because it stressed the harm including additional action that is redundant 

to the plot can have on the aesthetic effect of a story. The interview extracts that were 

relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.58. 
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Table 6.58: Action importance 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE190 If there is a scene in the movie then why is it there, that if not too to form part 
of one large theme. 

SE191 But if you take that scene out there might be other scenes which lead to 
something important, but without that scene it isn't fully reached, the message 
isn't fully delivered. 

SE192 If the scene should be of such importance that if it removes from the story. The 
story would not make sense.  

SE193 Everything has relevance. 

 

Table 6.58 shows that participants emphasised that, for action to be part of a story, it 

has to be relevant to the story. For example, a scene in a movie must form part of the 

larger theme, otherwise it should be excluded (SE190). Each action should be so 

integral to the plot that the removal of the action would leave gaps in the story (SE191, 

SE192). In essence, therefore, every action in a story is fully relevant to the plot to 

some degree (SE193).  

The following section considers the importance of the turning point in the story. 

 

6.4.2.24. Turning point 

The twenty-fourth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts considers the importance of a turning point in the story. This 

category was important in the understanding of good storytelling because it provided 

elaboration on the appropriate use of plot structure in story creation. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.59. 
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Table 6.59: Turning point 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE194 At each of these points there's a turning point in the story. 
SE195 At the midpoint it's like a turning point. 
SE196 Greater character change happens usually in stories so at first, they either fail 

this is a turning point: now either fail or win. 
SE197 The story is a condensed crisis. It is central to that. If there's no crisis, there's 

no urgency, and thus there's no story. 

 

Table 6.59 shows that participants suggested that each story has a turning point (e.g., 

SE194, SE195). This turning point typically occurs at the midpoint of the story (E196) 

and is the result of conflict (SE197). The participants that mentioned the turning point 

of the story referred to the moment of failure or success (e.g., SE196). This turning 

point may therefore be compared to that of the climax whereby the rising force and the 

downward force are at juxtaposition.  

The following section considers the elicitation of expectations and predictions from the 

audience of a story. 

 

6.4.2.25. Expectation and predictions 

The twenty-fifth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts explored the elicitation of expectations and predictions in the 

audience of the story. This category was important in the understanding of good 

storytelling because it described the effectiveness of creating expectations and 

predictions, as well as the method to which these expectations and predictions can be 

elicited. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in 

Table 6.60. 
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Table 6.60: Expectation and predictions 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE198 Having predictions creates expectations. 
SE199 Expectations will be either confirmed or subverted. 
SE200 The audience’s catharsis is also will be greater if you have the little questions 

answered as well. 
SE201 I keep them interested it’s almost extracting them with other stuff and putting 

clues that they think mean nothing and at the end they think: oh that is 
why, oh she had a key, that is why. 

SE202 At the beginning the audience must feel like anything can happen, they can go 
anywhere. 

SE203 How did this person do this looking back at the yellow Jersey and the red 
herrings and things like that looking back? 

SE204 It's a contract you have with you give them. As much as what they find out for 
that tradition, you could give them the unexpected. I think now it can't be 
preserved, it has to be the unexpected in the performance. 

SE205 It's getting pipping hot, that unexpected moment and scenes that they did that 
they didn't know that they wanted it showed to people, but they didn't know 
they needed in their lives. 

SE206 You don’t put the shotgun there if the shotgun is not going to go off. 
SE207 I always try to add my poems a level of hopefulness. 

 

Table 6.60 shows that storytelling experts suggested that good stories are stories that 

entices the audience to make predictions and to create expectations on the events of 

the story (SE198, E200). These expectations can either be confirmed by the storyteller 

or subverted (SE199). The storyteller should keep the audience interested by eliciting 

predictions and questions with little clues throughout the story (SE201). The audience 

should feel that the story can go anywhere at the beginning of the story (SE202); then 

they should build up expectations (SE198).  

The storyteller can then either confirm the expectations (SE199), or deliver the 

unexpected (SE204, SE205). The audience should be able to look back and 

understand why certain events occur (SE203). Lastly, one participant suggested that 

certain expectations should be met, for example, the presence of a shotgun would 

entice the audience to expect that the shotgun would be used, and the storyteller 

should oblige (SE206).  
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The following section discusses the need and the use of character growth in a story.  

 

6.4.2.26. Character growth 

The twenty-sixth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts explains the need as well as the use of character growth in 

storytelling. This category was important in the understanding of good storytelling 

because character growth provided the character a journey with which the audience 

can empathise. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided 

in Table 6.61. 

 

Table 6.61: Character growth 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE208 Someone in the story must grow as a character. 
SE209 Change is one of the most important things in stories. 
SE210 They have to go through a journey. 
SE211 Growth is gradual it's usually successive. It doesn't go backwards. 
SE212 You also need to see the character really struggling with the change. 
SE213 The audience needs to see the pain of growth. 
SE214 For him to have growth there needs to be measure of pain involved for it to 

read and to get catharsis. 
SE215 When I say pain, I mean the pain of change. 
SE216 You have to work with who the character is to find growth within their realm of 

probability. 

 

As shown in Table 6.61, participants advised that characters should experience growth 

(SE208, SE214, SE218). This growth should come with great pain and struggle 

(SE212, SE213). This growth and subsequent character change should be gradual 

(SE211), progressive (SE211) and in the character’s realm of probability (SE216). The 

growth of a character, therefore, can result in emotional catharsis (SE214).  
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The following section describes the importance of the elicitation of catharsis for good 

stories. 

 

6.4.2.27. Catharsis 

The twenty-seventh category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth 

interviews with storytelling experts explores the notion of catharsis in storytelling. This 

category was important in the understanding of good storytelling because it 

demonstrates the effect good storytelling has on the audience. The interview extracts 

that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.62. 

 

Table 6.62: Catharsis 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE217 Truly cathartic experience in the Theatre or short storytelling is if you are… 
She is kind of amazed at the end if you feel bigger questions have been 
touched on. 

SE218 There is the technical catharsis. 
SE219 You got, of course that's what happens so there's a technical catharsis. 
SE220 I think the emotional catharsis comes when these things are right 

when you're structures right. 
SE221 I don't think you get the emotional catharsis if the character is not linking to the 

crisis. 
SE222 The emotional catharsis comes from this person who's struggling. 
SE223 But that actually the audience was so traumatised by that because of the 

unknown, like not seeing it made them feel more anxious than if they did see. 

  

As shown in Table 6.62, participants made reference to the importance of catharsis, 

or deeper meaning (e.g., SE222). More specifically, participants made reference to 

the technical catharsis (SE218, SE219) and the emotional catharsis (SE220, SE221, 

SE222). This topic was not an issue that was raised by all participants but spoken 

about in good depth by a few of the participants. A participant referred to a technical 

catharsis which occurs when bigger questions present in the story are answered 
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(SE217). On the other hand, an emotional catharsis occurs with the empathy of the 

audience with the characters of the story (SE221, SE222).  

The next section details how the audience can be transported into the narrative of the 

story. 

 

6.4.2.28. Transportation into the narrative 

The twenty-eighth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts explored the audience’s transportation into the story. This 

category was important in the understanding of good storytelling because it considered 

how the audience immerses themselves into the story. The interview extracts that 

were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.63. 

 

Table 6.63: Transportation into the narrative 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE224 Someone can put themselves in your shoes. 
SE225 It’s bringing the person into your character’s world or bringing them into your 

own world. 
SE226 Is also believability and empathy being able to put yourself in someone else's 

shoes even if the character is totally different to you I can latch onto. 
SE227 Basically, projecting myself into those people in the movies was like a fun part 

for me. 

 

As demonstrated in Table 6.63, some of the participants mentioned the value of the 

audience placing themselves in the shoes of the characters (e.g., SE224). A storyteller 

can bring the member of the audience into the character’s world (SE225). Another 

suggested that they enjoyed the immersion of themselves into the characters (SE227). 

This immersion into the characters of a story allowed the audience member to “latch 

onto” the character and experience a degree of empathy with the character (SE226).  
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The following section explores the progression of the plot. 

 

6.4.2.29. Progression through the plot 

The twenty-ninth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts explores how the story should progress through the plot. This 

category was important in the understanding of good storytelling because it considers 

the technical elements of the plot progression that move the narrative of the story 

forward. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in 

Table 6.64. 

 

Table 6.64: Progression through the plot 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE228 There is something that happens to the protagonist. The plot doesn't move 
forward unless he makes a decision them coming and telling him like come 
with us. 

SE229 If it is a character flaw, then it’s usually lying dormant. You don’t suddenly 
become prideful when you lose my children in a divorce; it’s usually already 
there. Then it’s “am I going to give up my pride to get my children back?” 

SE230 If you can’t set up conflict, tension, and the next scene… Of you can’t set it up 
and resolve it. What is the point of setting it up? 

SE231 Conflict is not, in the sense of violence or argument or something like that, it's 
complex in the sense of the driving force. So not conflict in a way of: not as 
negative conflict, as if I can see, if I can say it like that positive conflict that 
there's a driving force behind the action. 

 

As shown in Table 6.64, participants suggested that the plot should move forward 

(SE228). Furthermore, the plot should progress as a result of the set-up and build-up 

of character flaws (SE229) and conflict (SE231). This build-up creates tension that is 

unfolded as the driving force of the action (SE231). One participant stressed that this 

driving force and tension must be built up over time, not created and released (SE230). 
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Another participant suggested that character actions and decision do not arise 

suddenly; rather, they lie dormant in a character flaw (SE229).  

The following section comments on plot structure. 

 

6.4.2.30. Plot structure 

The thirtieth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

storytelling experts explored the plot structure of the story. This category was 

important in the understanding of good storytelling because it considered how the story 

narrative and plot should be constructed by the storyteller. The interview extracts that 

were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.65. 

 

Table 6.65: Plot structure 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE232 The inciting incident is one which changes the characters reality. All dramas 
have that then you have your climax and your resolution. 

SE233 If the inciting incident obviously… If the exposition isn't that well thought 
through, you're writing a story and you're not letting you audience know who 
the character is at the beginning they won't care about the build-up. 

SE234 The inciting incident changes the protagonist change their circumstances in 
such a way that is significant to who they are. 

SE235 There needs to be hints, for instance, if you are in a relationship in a drama 
and then there’s a crisis and the husband and wife start fighting. In the 
exposition, you would have a hint of those discussions that they haven’t had; 
you know when you fight and you’re like “okay let’s leave it for the sake of 
peace”. There’s that thing brewing under the surface. You don’t want full blown 
conflict, just a hint of that. That contributes to the emotional catharsis. 

SE236 The best example of how to use emotional tension in an opera because an 
opera starts with a chord. 

SE237 And that's where it all come together in the middle of the opera the chord 
reappears. 

SE238 That exposition set up the conflict the thing it's the thing that sets up the conflict. 
So your exposition will be the wall before the conflict was introduced. 

SE239 Let's say somebody's at the bar and immediately like who is this guy and 
there's a pay off when you see who it is in horror movies, they don't show who 
it is that builds up the tension. 

SE240 The inciting incident which changes the characters reality. All dramas have that 
then you have your climax and your resolution.  
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As shown in Table 6.65, participants made specific references to plot structure. The 

most apparent and top of mind issue discussed by participants was that of the inciting 

incident (SE232, SE233, SE234), also referred to as the exposition (SE235, SE238). 

In the exposition the inciting incident sets up the conflict and the story itself (SE238). 

The exposition is understood as the shift or the change in the protagonist’s reality 

(SE234). From this change in circumstances (SE234) to be significant for the plot 

progression and build-up, the audience must know who the character is (SE233). One 

participant suggested that this exposition should only be a hint and not the major action 

(SE235) as it is the build-up that causes the emotional catharsis. Another participant 

suggested that this exposition can begin with a chord such as in an opera (SE236) 

which re-appears later in the story (SE238). In summation, a story needs build-up and 

tension which is wound up in the exposition which is released as the plot progresses 

and the action intensifies.  

The following category discusses the importance of having the characters as the 

decision-makers of the story. 

 

6.4.2.31. Characters as decision-makers 

The thirty-first category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts explored characters as the decision-makers of a story. This 

category was important in the understanding of good storytelling because it gives the 

characters the required agency for the audience to become immersed in their journey. 

The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 6.66. 
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Table 6.66: Characters as decision-makers 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE241 I think that everything about the character is decisions. 
SE242 Response to that question reveals his character. 
SE243 When there's the most pressure on a character his truest colours… the higher 

pressure on the character, and his reaction to that will show his character, is 
very important in storytelling.  

SE244 The reaction of the protagonists to it reveals his character. 
SE245 Something changes through their interactions and decisions. 

 

As shown in Table 6.66, participants expressed the need for characters to make 

decisions in a story. One participant went as far as to say that “everything about the 

character is decisions” (SE241). The decision-making and reaction to conflict reveals 

the character (SE242, SE245). Furthermore, when the character is placed under 

pressure or in a crisis, their true colours show (SE243). It is therefore crucial in creating 

a story to allow the characters to make their conscious decisions which reveal who 

they are to the audience.  

The following section details the similarities between African and European 

storytelling. 

 

6.4.2.32. The similarities between African and European storytelling 

The thirty-second category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytelling experts explored the similarities of African and European storytelling. 

This category was important in the consideration of storytelling in the South African 

context, as it illuminated the relevance of European literary theory for African 

storytelling. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in 

Table 6.67. 
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Table 6.67: The similarities between African and European storytelling 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE246 We're all humans dealing with all these internal complexities and that's the only 
thing that bonds as you know. 

SE247 I’m there but the thing that’s going to bond you is your similarities, and your 
common interest, and common emotions, and your complexities, and your 
struggles, and your insecurities, and what makes you happy. 

SE248 They have an ancient way of storytelling which is building on, it’s just word of 
mouth- the oral tradition, it’s very similar. 

SE249 I find them (African and European storytelling) quite similar. 
SE250 We all have feelings and emotions that's what can access the fact that we are 

once again complex 3-dimensional beings not just robots you know. 
SE251 We “the industry” are basically copying the American version of it. 
SE252 We are historically arrogant if we think Greeks are as European as we think, 

because the Greeks are the Romans were very cosmopolitan; there were a lot 
of African people immigrating up there. 

SE253 We underestimate the influence of that (African influence) on the Greeks and 
Europeans. 

SE254 I do not think there is difference in the structure. 
SE255 I read a lot of African fables and myths, and its Aristotle, he’s a clever guy. 
SE256 There is some kind of collective subconscious. 
SE257 You have a lot of similarities; you have someone talking about the Sangoma 

or the Tokoloshe or this and that; or you can get the Loch Ness Monster. I think 
it’s all derived from things people understand or have seen but then glorified it 
in a poetic manner. 

 

As shown in Table 6.67, participants expressed similarities between African and 

European storytelling (e.g., SE249). A few participants considered the inherently 

human characteristics in their evaluation of the similarity of South African and 

Europeans storytelling (e.g., SE246, SE247, SE250, SE256) that bond people 

together across cultures (SE246, SE247). Further, storytellers that were interviewed 

alluded to the similarity of ancient European and African storytelling (SE251, SE255). 

Lastly, the storytellers that were interviewed suggested that there is not much 

difference between the structure of South African and European stories (SE254) and 

in fact, modern South African storytelling follows the West to a degree (SE251). These 

similarities can be attributed to the possible influence that Africa had on ancient 

European storytelling (SE252, SE253).  
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The following section details the elements of South African storytelling that is unique 

and different to European storytelling. 

 

6.4.2.33. The uniqueness of African storytelling 

The thirty-third category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with storytellers explore the uniqueness of the South African storytelling tradition. This 

category was important in the understanding of good storytelling in the South African 

context because it considered the cultural nuance of the storytelling tradition in South 

Africa. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 

6.68. 

 

Table 6.68: The uniqueness of African storytelling 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

SE258 I think our culture as a culture has a lot to do with our storytelling because of 
African has a weird sense of humour. 

SE259 I think a lot of Africans thinks we make a lot “gat van jouself”. 
SE260 Because I am born in Africa and my friend is born in America and my other 

friend is born in China for instance, we all grew up in different cultures we all 
grew up with different ways of decorating our House of cleaning a house 
different way. 

SE261 So definitely different cultures, different countries grew up differently but even 
in the same culture it's never going to be the same but universally what 
connects us is the human element. 

SE262 They (African storytellers) have very descriptive ways of giving names to 
people. 

SE263 I think South Africa has a lot of culture in our heritage and our background. We 
play a lot on those emotions and that's very different from other countries. 

SE264 Other cultures different beliefs are different the traditions are different, and we 
can learn about it we can understand that we can get educated. 

SE265 The biggest difference is, the West has made everything text based and in 
Africa its oral. 

SE266 The big difference for me is the archive, the fact that Africans don’t keep a 
textual archive, but performs the archive. 

SE267 African narratives are not divorced from its purpose, however, in the West 
people often have art for art’s sake. It will have a religious purpose, or I’ll tell a 
story to get my child to go to sleep. Parents will use the story to change 
behaviour. 
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As shown in Table 6.68, participants showed that there were some differences, mostly 

cultural, between South African and European storytelling (e.g., SE258, SE261, 

SE264). More specifically, participants alluded to how South Africans differ from other 

people in different regions in many different ways, such as the set-up of the home 

(SE260), the outlook on life (e.g., SE259), humour (SE258) and heritage (SE263). 

Africans have a unique storytelling tradition. South African storytellers use names as 

descriptive vehicles (SE262) and the stories told by South Africans have purpose 

(SE267). One participant compared this purpose with a European idea of art for art’s 

sake, highlighting the specific practical use of stories in South Africa (SE267). Lastly, 

South African storytelling includes a rich oral tradition (SE265). This is in contrast with 

European storytelling, which can be considered to be text-based (SE265). Therefore, 

while European storytelling was archived in their text form, South African storytelling 

is archived in its continued performance and sharing (SE266). 

 

6.4.2.34. Summary of qualitative findings for in-depth interviews with storytelling 

experts 

The purpose of conducting interviews with storytelling experts was to explore what 

South African storytellers view as good storytelling. Therefore, the findings of these 

interviews can uncover the relevance of the aesthetic elements uncovered in the 

literature review process.  

Generally, storytelling experts believe that good storytelling results in some kind of 

emotional reaction and emotional connection between the storyteller and the 

audience. A good story also results in the learning of truth and elicitation of meaning. 

Storytelling experts suggested a number a methods and techniques that the storyteller 

could use to tell good stories and ultimately achieve cathartic experiences in the 

audience.  

The following chapter explores what brand storytellers view as good brand storytelling. 
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6.5. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, following the social constructivist epistemology, and through the first 

two parts of the triadic perspective adopted in this study, it is shown that storytelling 

has use for the individual and storytellers can construct stories in such a manner to be 

used by the individual. More specifically, storytellers can use particular techniques and 

methods to achieve cathartic experiences that can facilitate the individual’s sense-

making process in terms of their understanding of their emotions and of life itself. This 

may be the core purpose of storytelling.  

In Chapter 3, storytelling was explored and described as a uniquely human exercise 

that allows for the semantic understanding of the self and of reality. Through interviews 

with psychologists who engage with storytelling and storytellers themselves, the use 

of storytelling in the sense-making process becomes clearer.  

The following chapter takes the third perspective in the triadic perspective adopted for 

this study. More specifically, the following chapter explores what makes brand 

storytelling aesthetically good.  
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CHAPTER 7 

Qualitative findings: in-depth interviews with brand storytellers and 

exemplar brand storytelling case studies 
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7.1. INTRODUCTION 

The third perspective undertaken as part of the triadic perspective used in this study is 

that of the perspective of brand storytellers. More specifically, brand storytellers were 

interviewed in the effort to explore what they view as good storytelling in the brand 

building effort. In this effort, the relevance of traditional literary theory for brand 

storytelling in the South African context were uncovered in the cross-understanding of 

the goal of storytelling for brand storytellers, storytelling experts, as well for individuals. 

The commonality in the purpose of storytelling allows for the consideration of the 

aesthetic elements that may ultimately lead to a common purpose.  

Using triangulation, therefore, this thesis incorporates each perspective in the triadic 

perspective adopted to explore brand storytelling from different angles. In this effort, the 

understanding of the exercise of brand storytelling can be explored from a broader and 

deeper scope.  

The previous chapter delivered the findings from in-depth interviews with psychologists 

and storytelling experts. Through these initial interviews, an understanding of why 

individuals tell stories was obtained, along with an understanding of what storytellers 

themselves view as good storytelling. This chapter addresses the third perspective in 

the triadic perspective and provides the findings uncovered from interviews with brand 

storytellers. Further, this chapter provides a within-case analysis of exemplar brand 

storytelling case studies. Through this analysis, the aesthetic elements could be directly 

applied deductively to examples of good brand storytelling. 

 

7.2. ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEW FINDINGS OF BRAND STORYTELLERS  

The analysis of the brand storytellers’ interviews followed an inductive process as per 

the recommendations of Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2012), as well as the 

recommendation of Thomas (2003). This inductive process allowed the codes and 

themes to emerge from the text as opposed to the pre-determined criteria determined 

by the theory. As per the inductive process, the researcher did not create categories 
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and codes prior to the analysis; rather, the researcher allowed the categories to emerge 

from the text.  

Expert brand storytellers were selected based on their brand storytelling experience. 

Therefore, individuals were selected based on their experience in creating and 

executing brand stories. Table 7.1 details the gender, occupation, area of speciality and 

the years of professional experience for the brand storytellers. The demographic 

information gathered was sourced from publicly available information. These details 

were not asked in the interviews because they did not have relevance to the objectives 

of the study. 

 

Table 7.1: Breakdown of interview participants 

Participant no. Gender Occupation Area of speciality Years of 
professional 
experience 

Brand storyteller 1 Female Creative director  Film 
 Social media 
 Art direction 

11 years 

Brand storyteller 2 Male Creative director  Creative design 
 User experience 
 Copywriting  

8 years 

Brand storyteller 3 Male Chief creative 
officer 

 Creative strategy 
 Advertising  
 Integrated marketing 

18 years 

Brand storyteller 4 Male Creative director  Business strategy 
 Marketing strategy  
 Marketing research 

12 years 

Brand storyteller 5 Male Director  Advertising 
 Marketing strategy 

23 years 

Brand storyteller 6 Male Creative director  Advertising 
 Marketing strategy 

11 years 

Brand storyteller 7 Female Creative director  Social media 
 Editing 
 Copywriting 

11 years 

Brand storyteller 8 Male Copywriter  Social media 
 Copywriting 
 Editing 

5 years 

Brand storyteller 9 Female Copywriter  Editing 
 Journalism 
 Research 

5 years 
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The following sections detail the categories that emerged from the inductive analysis. 

The descriptions of categories are included the following sections. These descriptions 

use extracts from the interviews that are presented in tables 7.2 through to 7.35. 

Interview extracts are referenced throughout using their code ‘Brand storyteller extract’ 

(BSE) 1 to 362.  

The first category that is discussed is the use of music in storytelling. 

 

7.2.1. Brand storyteller analysis 

Through the analysis of interviews with brand storytellers thirty-five categories 

emerged. In this section the data extracts that correspond to each category are 

provided. As per the recommendation of Thomas (2003) a description of each 

category is provided with reference to the data extracts that correspond to the 

category. 

 

7.2.1.1. Brand personality  

The first category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers explored the use of storytelling to present and promote the brand 

personality. This category was important in the understanding of what brand 

storytellers consider as good brand storytelling because it considers the importance 

of the presentation of the brand personality in good brand storytelling. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.2. 
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Table 7.2: Brand personality 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE1 You know what’s cheeky, Nando’s. 
BSE2 Brand personalities are a result of knowing what your brand stands for. 
BSE3 Some brands interact with each other and will be quite cheeky, they’ll be quite 

tactical with each other. So, there’s conflict there.  
BSE4 A very clear personality and a clear direction to the brand. 
BSE5 You have to define the personality first. 
BSE6 The idea is that you have to promote that personality to a likeminded market. 
BSE7 If you try and connect to the adversity that must form part of your personality 

and that would never change. 
BSE8 As a brand you need the foresight to identify yourself with a personality that 

has a conflict and keep following that personality. 
BSE9 There’s an intuitive sense of who we are. 
BSE10 Sometimes the company views themselves as the hero, not the guide so 

sometimes I have to get them to change that. 
BSE11 There’s a lot more power in being the guide than the hero. 
BSE12 I’m a guide and I want to turn my clients into heroes. 
BSE13 You are always going to start with a set of properties. 
BSE14 You can give the brand certain traits like refreshing, strong, tall and that would 

give the brand a certain character. 
BSE15 That's what I think, people buy into people, they don't buy into the 

characteristics. 

 

As shown in Table 7.2, participants expressed a need for a brand to possess a 

personality (e.g., BSE4, BSE5, BSE7). A brand can define their personality with 

characteristics such as “refreshing”, “strong” (BSE14), or “cheeky” (BSE1). 

Alternatively, brand personalities can be defined in terms of archetypical personalities 

such as the “hero” or the “guide” (BSE11, BSE12). One participant suggested that 

consumers “buy into people” as opposed to brand characteristics (BSE15). A brand 

should therefore instil humanity into the brand instead of simple brand characteristics 

if the brand wishes to connect with consumers. Participants suggested that the brand 

should start off with the personal properties of a brand (BSE13) and a sense of who 

they are (BSE9). Furthermore, participants have suggested that, by attaching the 

brand to adversity or conflict, the brand can present what the brand stands for (BSE2); 

and this also allows for tactical engagement (BSE3). To conclude, brands need to 
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understand who they are and what they stand for, and that should include a clear 

direction that the brand can follow.  

The following section details the emotional side of brand storytelling 

 

7.2.1.2. The emotional side of brand storytelling 

The second category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers explored the emotional side of brand storytelling. This category was 

important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider as good brand 

storytelling because it detailed how brand storytellers could use brand storytelling to 

elicit emotional reactions. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category 

are provided in Table 7.3. 

 

Table 7.3: The emotional side of brand storytelling 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE16 The first part is how they target the emotional part. 
BSE17 It’s also about letting emotion explode. 
BSE18 The story touches their emotion. 
BSE19 It’s the emotion from all your senses. 
BSE20 A lot of the times when our emotions are at play there’s something in the 

background. 
BSE21 The decision-making is not logically driven its emotionally driven. 
BSE22 People link storytelling with emotion. 
BSE23 People attach emotion to things that they buy. 
BSE24 The language of love – everyone understands what love is. 
BSE25 It helps you love the brand in a particular way.  
BSE26 You can strip away everything that has emotion story is attached with emotion. 

If you strip away that you end up with something very dull and plain and can 
be easily forgotten It just sounds like every other noise that is out there. 

BSE27 You have to finesse the story so that it is sweet and filled with emotion so that 
people can watch the story from start to end. 

BSE28 Gives them a feeling of or a sense of a bit of love. 
BSE29 Millions of people can relate to something that gives them an emotional 

reaction. 
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As shown in Table 7.3, participants referred to the ability of storytelling to elicit emotion 

(e.g., BSE18, BSE22, BSE25, BSE28). One participant suggested that without 

emotion, stories can be dull and boring (BSE26). More specifically, participants 

suggested that good storytelling is about “letting emotion explode” (BSE17) and to 

give the brand a feeling or sense of love (BSE28). If the consumer can relate to 

something in the story, then they can have an emotion reaction (BSE29). Further, 

because consumers make “emotionally driven” decisions (BSE21) consumers attach 

emotion to things that they buy (BSE23). Brands therefore can use storytelling to touch 

the emotions of consumers (BSE18) and create love for the brand (BSE25).  

The following section details how brand storytelling can be used to humanise the 

brand. 

 

7.2.1.3. Humanising the brand 

The third category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers explored the use of storytelling humanise. This category was 

important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider as good brand 

storytelling, as it detailed the importance of humanising or personifying the brand. The 

interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.4. 

 

Table 7.4: Humanising the brand 

Interview 
Extract  

Quote 

BSE30 The meaning humanises the brand. 
BSE31 It shows that the brand is not a plastic entity. 
BSE32 It becomes a person. 
BSE33 Makes the brand an individual. 
BSE34 People begin to believe it as if it is a person. 
BSE35 You humanise the brand by giving it a personality of its own quite literally. 
BSE36 It feels like its someone you can chat to. 
BSE37 You can humanise it by giving it a place in someone’s life. Be the supportive 

friend. Be there when they need you. 
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-Table 7.4. continues - 

Interview 
Extract  

Quote 

BSE38 You can view a brand with a set of feelings or emotions, rather than just saying 
it can drive you from A to B for example.  

BSE39 Try to have as many moments as you can that have human moments. 
Moments don’t happen in a silo. 

BSE40 You take many little moments together. 
BSE41 You have to be approachable as a brand.  

 

As shown in Table 7.4, participants suggested brands should give themselves 

personality (BSE35) in an effort to present the brand as a person (BSE32, BSE33, 

BSE34). The brand should be so approachable (BSE41) to the consumer that they 

can begin to believe that the brand as if it was a person (BSE34). The consumer should 

feel that the brand is someone that they can talk to (BSE36) and can therefore be 

involved in their life (BSE37). Furthermore, in an effort to make a brand more 

approachable as a person, marketers should instil in the brand “a set of feelings and 

emotions” (BSE38). The brand should create and show many human moments in 

context to present the brand as a person (BSE39). These moments stringed together 

should build a brand that is more human (BSE40). To conclude, by bringing together 

many human moments of which the brand is a part of, the brand can become more 

human and more approachable.  

The following section details the use of a build-up of tension in brand storytelling to 

capture the interest of the target audience.  

 

7.2.1.4. The build-up of tension 

The fourth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers involved the build-up of tension present in good brand storytelling. 

This category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider 

as good brand storytelling because it considered how the plot structure can be 
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constructed to capture the attention of the audience. The interview extracts that were 

relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.5. 

 

Table 7.5: The build-up of tension 

Interview 
Extract  

Quote 

BSE42 There’s the build up from the music, the script, the timing, so the human 
insight, to the thing they’re speaking about. 

BSE43 It’s never the case that you jump into the middle of the story. You have to 
build it up. 

BSE44 Someone has tension and at the end that tension is solved. 
BSE45 In brand storytelling we always call it tension. 
BSE46 Tension taps into that instinctual thing about that. It gives that tug and push 

and pull. 
BSE47 Tension plays on that want for someone to win. 
BSE48 They created the tension that people can adopt.  
BSE49 It also helps to build up the tempo. If I say my grandfather fell down the stairs 

then you want to say that's it. That's my story.  
BSE50 You want every story to have a build-up.  
BSE51 A good story makes you excited for what's coming up.  
BSE52 Tempo helps you build it up.  
BSE53 In TV you don't really have time to build up the tempo because you have to 

reach the climax in the first 5 seconds while there is interest. 
BSE54 The tempo changes depending on who you're communicating to, the platform, 

and the story. 
BSE55 When you watch this action movies you feel something in your stomach you 

feel something in the core of who you are. 
BSE56 As humans generally we always try to find solution, so the role of tension is 

to trigger off that problem solving aspect of our brain. 

 

As shown in Table 7.5, participants referred to tension and build-up regularly in 

discussions about brand storytelling. Most participants considered tension important 

in brand storytelling (e.g., BSE44, BSE47, BSE48). Other participants referred to build-

up (e.g., BSE42, BSE43, BSE50). It seems that participants referred to build-up as the 

increase of intensity of tension. In essence, brand storytelling wishes to make the 

audience excited for what is coming up (BSE51). Brand storytellers believed that 

tension is an “instinctual thing” (BSE46) the audience feel in their “stomach” and at the 

“core of who you are” (BSE55). One participant suggested that tension triggers the 
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problem-solving part of the brand as we try to find solutions to the problems presented 

(BSE55). Participants suggested that the tension should be built up over time with the 

story following a certain tempo (BSE49, BSE52, BSE54). The tension should then be 

released at the middle of the story (BSE43) or at the end of the story (BSE44).  

The following section details the use of plot structure in brand storytelling. 

 

7.2.1.5. Plot structure 

The fifth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers, involved the incorporation of plot structure in brand story creation. 

This category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider 

as good brand storytelling because it explored the technical aspects of story 

construction used by brand storytellers. The interview extracts that were relevant for 

this category are provided in Table 7.6. 

 

Table 7.6: Plot structure 

Interview 
Extract  

Quote 

BSE57 You need a starting point. 
BSE58 If you are still trying to build yourself as a brand it is important to have that structure. 
BSE59 I do think there is a way to structure a good story or a good narrative. 
BSE60 The person is faced with a challenge, they can’t overcome it by themselves, they 

need help, somebody from the outside that is usually involved with the person like 
a mentor comes, gives him a plan of how to overcome the problem, at first unsure 
but eventually the implement the plan. As they do, they face some inner challenges 
or some external foe from the outside, they overcome those and by overcoming 
those they are transformed. And being transformed they are renewed. 

BSE61 There is an important of building a linear structure for a story. 
BSE62 You can walk down that rabbit hole and understand how that story came to be. 
BSE63 You only remember that one thing, but it is a culmination of all the parts. 
BSE64 It’s a lot of pieces coming together. 
BSE65 You have to tick a lot of boxes if you're doing brand storytelling, you have to set up 

the tension and calculate the solution and show the benefits. 
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- Table 7.6. continues - 

Interview 
Extract  

Quote 

BSE66 You frontload it. There is a lot of action at the beginning upfront not at the end. 
It’s story structure that’s the way you look at it. It has changed the way we look 
at story and how we get people’s attention. 

BSE67 Too much structure sometimes makes things not easy to believe. 
BSE68 You need to see yourself in the story. 
BSE69 You need to feel like the stories relatable to you, so I feel like that too in structure 

comes in. 
BSE70 In the beginning everyone can relate to the character's story because it's in the 

beginning 
BSE71 At the end it is a climax or whatever people can relate. 
BSE72 I think the structure makes it easy to follow and easy to understand. 
BSE73 You can’t start at the end because what comes after that? 

 

As shown in Table 7.6, brand storytellers alluded to the need for brand storytelling to 

follow a certain plot structure. More specifically, participants suggested the need for a 

starting point (BSE57) or a beginning (BSE70) and a climatic ending (BSE71). 

Although participants suggested that brand storytelling requires a linear structure (e.g., 

BSE61) and suggested that the structure makes the story understandable (BSE72), 

there were no tangible structures proposed by participants, with one exception. One 

participant suggested his own plot structure that follows the hero’s journey (BSE60) 

whereby the hero is faced with an obstacle that they cannot overcome by themselves; 

then a guide comes in and aids them on their journey (BSE60). Another participant 

suggested that the story should have the action upfront to grab the audience’s 

attention (BSE66). Lastly, participants advised that a story should follow a linear 

structure (BSE61) that involves the culmination of many parts coming together 

(BSE63, BSE64), that builds up tension (E65) and that is relatable for the audience 

(BSE69, BSE70). 

The following section details the importance of maintaining consistency in brand 

storytelling campaigns. 
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7.2.1.6. Consistency  

The sixth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers considered the importance of maintaining consistency in brand 

storytelling efforts. This category was important in the understanding of what brand 

storytellers consider as good brand storytelling as it offered strategic insight into the 

brand storytelling effort as campaigns progress end and new ones begin. The 

interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.7. 

 

Table 7.7: Consistency 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE74 If you have managed to consistently stick to your story throughout until now 
then it’s kind of, people know you for a thing or something. 

BSE75 If you stick to it then it makes it easier for people to gravitate back to your ethos. 
BSE76 I think consistent storytelling is very important. 
BSE77 I think having a consistent story and consistent approach is good. 
BSE78 You can be consistent in your storytelling without it being monotonous and 

boring.  
BSE79 The golden thread needs to be consistent; the brand voice. 
BSE80 The most important aspect of marketing for any brand is consistency. 
BSE81 It’s critical that if you have a particular identity that it never changes. 
BSE82 If your identity changes then you have to completely reinvent yourself. You 

have to start from scratch and tell them who you are and explain where you 
come from. 

BSE83 Consistency is key. 
BSE84 The consistency of the relationship between the brand and the agency allows 

you to build those nests. 
BSE85 You can still keep a brand consistent without reinventing what the story is or 

what it represents you putting a life in it you just have to touch different buttons. 
That's the simplistic way.  

BSE86 Longevity allows you to build the brand little by little and grow its value in 
people’s minds. 

BSE87 The really important part of advertising is finding that golden thread that you 
can get your consumer to understand without having to watch the whole thing 
or be invested in the brand the thing that you put through you have to find the 
truth that everyone can relate to.  

BSE88 You have to cut through the noise as well and the best way to do it is through 
the Golden Thread: this is what I'm about and I'm not changing.  

BSE89 All story for me and messages in every campaign that I do are crucial to me.  
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- Table 7.7. continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE90 Having that Golden thread is so important because then you could be the same 
over and over again and an interesting way that people can trust.  

BSE91 You can use different stories, but the core must be intact.  
BSE92 You can have multiple ways of telling a story you could have multiple 

executions because there's one core theme that you're speaking to.  
BSE93 You can say that if you don't have the central theme and then one story that 

you're trying to tell you almost end up doing anything and everything.  

 

As shown in Table 7.7, participants emphasised that consistency with regards to 

storytelling is important in brand building (e.g., BSE76, BSE77, BSE79, BSE80, 

BSE81, BSE83). One participant suggested that the longevity of a brand allows the 

consistent building of value (BSE86). Another asserted that, without a central theme, 

you might as well be everything and anything (BSE93). Participants described 

consistency as key (BSE83), as important (BSE76, BSE80), as good (BSE77) and as 

crucial (BSE81). By keeping consistency in storytelling, the brand can maintain a 

particular identity (BSE82) and a consistent brand ethos (BSE75). By keeping the 

storytelling consistent, the consumer will be able to know “who” the brand is (BSE74). 

Participants also made reference to the need of having a golden thread through 

communications.  

A golden thread can be considered as consistent theme that holds the story together. 

A golden threat allows the brand to cut through the noise (BSE88) and allows the 

consumer to understand what the brand stands for without having to be constantly 

reminded of it (BSE87). Keeping storytelling consistent and maintaining the golden 

thread does not mean that the brand storytelling needs to be monotonous and boring 

(BSE78). In fact, maintaining the golden thread allows for more creativity, as the brand 

has already built the understanding in the mind of consumers of who the brand is 

(BSE87). 

The following section considers how storytelling can help brands create a human 

connection with their consumers.  
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7.2.1.7. Creating a human connection with consumers 

The seventh category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers considered how brands could use storytelling to create human 

connections with their target consumer. This category was important in the 

understanding of what brand storytellers consider as good brand storytelling because it 

alluded to possible objectives of brand storytelling, in other words the purpose of brand 

storytelling. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in 

Table 7.8. 

 

Table 7.8: Creating a human connection with consumers 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE94 “I know that this has happened to you” 
BSE95 When you see a story that you have seen before, you’re like: “oh, yeah, I have” 

and it just brings it down to that level, it feels that its specifically me. 
BSE96 You can feel that it is speaking to you at that level. 
BSE97 If you don’t tap into those themes that people are familiar with then what are you 

contributing? 
BSE98 You can immediately associate with it and it awakens something inside you. You 

can have a personal connection with it. 
BSE99 If you have a brand and there’s no personal connection, you’re always just a 

brand.  
BSE100 We have more in common than differences. 
BSE101 It creates an iconic relationship with the brand.  
BSE102 It’s about nurturing and managing the client relationship. 
BSE103 That’s what all brands want, for consumers to have a sense of who they are and 

what they mean to them in their lives. 
BSE104 I think the only thing that really matters is caring deeply about the people you 

speak to.  
BSE105 I do care greatly about how somebody reacts to things that are created for them.  
BSE106 You're hearing the story and you're looking for a part that connects with you.  
BSE107 It's the whole thing of don't speak at people, speak to people.  
BSE108 It's a combination that you have to have with these campaigns that you have to 

make someone feel like they know what you're talking about and that you're 
saying what they're thinking without them knowing it.  

BSE109 If you can find a way to allow people to sell a new brand of your brand is part of 
their lives did you make good connections.  

BSE110 There is always an element of where you want the consumer to engage with you.  
BSE111 It makes it feel like this is something that should be close to me. This sets the 

trigger for me to do something. 
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Table 7.8 demonstrates that participants expressed a need for brands to create a 

personal connection with consumers through storytelling. Participants believed that 

people have more in common than different (BSE100) and therefore the brand must 

tap into the themes with which their consumers are familiar (BSE97) and that are 

personal to them (BSE108). Consumers can then resonate with such a theme or 

message because they can feel that it is personal and familiar to them (BSE95). The 

consumer, therefore, can associate and build a personal connection (BSE98) or 

relationship (BSE101) with the brand. Further, if there is no personal connection, the 

brand can never become more than a brand (BSE99). In order to achieve this human 

connection, the brand must care about their consumers (BSE104) and how they react 

to communication (BSE105). 

By engaging in storytelling brands can speak to consumers on their level (BSE96) by 

saying that they know the experience of the consumer (BSE94). Additionally, 

storytelling can allow the consumer to find the part of themselves that they can 

resonate in the story (BSE106). One participant suggested that that is exactly what 

brands really want: “to have a sense of who they are and what they mean to them in 

their lives” (BSE103).  

The following category discusses the use of archetypical stories in brand storytelling.  

 

7.2.1.8. Archetypical stories  

The eighth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers involved the use of archetypical stories in the brand storytelling 

effort. This category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers 

consider as good brand storytelling because archetypical stories may allow the 

creation of stories that the audience may already know and relate to. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.9. 
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Table 7.9: Archetypical stories 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE112 If they’re telling a well-known story you kind of take those characters out and 
put yourself in there. 

BSE113 Humans love the story of the underdog, overcoming everything to get to where 
they need to be. 

BSE114 It’s the same with genres of music. 
BSE115 The intern and the CEO, that’s still David and Goliath. 
BSE116 Romeo and Juliet, ancient love story, still relevant today. 
BSE117 They remember it because its David and Goliath.  
BSE118 For David and Goliath, at one stage of your life you were always the small guy, 

bottom of the barrel. 
BSE119 If you take Star Wards, Sci-fi... If you take any genre if you fall in love you need 

a hero. Who are you fighting for in this battle? 
BSE120 The same archetypical story can be applied to many different brands. 
BSE121 Encouraging people to break the mould. 
BSE122 I use the hero’s journey, well a version of that. 
BSE123 I use Jung’s archetypes. 
BSE124 You can take it back to the cave paintings. Those were pictures there are no 

words there, but they painted scenarios. 
BSE125 Everyone is on a journey. 
BSE126 What is their journey? 
BSE127 The brand journey is the first step to say that they are the guide. 
BSE128 We’re on a journey together. 
BSE129 I think drawing on stories that people already know does make the story more 

impactful, but I think a new story in itself can become that story later.  
BSE130 There are, for sure, archetypes that we know and that we love and that we can 

latch onto. once you know what that is you can mould your story a little bit.  
BSE131 You want people to understand just narrative and sometimes the easiest way 

to do that is archetype that they already know and are comfortable with.  
BSE132 Once you become an expert in that archetype you did have the room to play 

with where you want to twist it and turn it around. 

 

As shown in Table 7.9, participants considered there to be archetypical stories that are 

relevant today. One participant suggested that there are archetypes of stories that 

consumers know and love (BSE130). For example, one participant made reference to 

both David and Goliath, as well as Romeo and Juliet as stories that have been told in 

different forms through time (BSE115, BSE116, BSE117. BSE118). Another participant 

made reference to the underdog story as a relevant archetypical story that can be told 

today (BSE113). Another suggested the use of Jung’s archetypes (BSE123). Yet 

another suggested that “everyone is on a journey” as an archetypical story that can be 
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deployed (BSE125). In their example, the brand can act as a guide while the consumer 

is the hero (BSE127). Furthermore, they suggested that the brand should understand 

what the journey that the consumer is on (BSE126).  

One participant consumed that drawing on stories that people already know allows the 

story to be more impactful (BSE129). Furthermore, one can make a story more 

understandable and digestible if the narrative is one that they understand and with which 

they are more comfortable (BSE131).  

The following section details the importance of telling believable brand stories. 

 

7.2.1.9. Telling believable stories 

The ninth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with brand 

storytellers considered the importance of telling believable stories. This category was 

important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider as good brand 

storytelling because it detailed the importance for brand storytellers to tell stories that 

their audience believes. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are 

provided in Table 7.10. 

 

Table 7.10: Telling believable stories 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE133 The power of a story is in the detail. 
BSE134 If I tell a story it’s important to get the details right. 
BSE135 It makes it believable as a person when you are able to get into the details.  
BSE136 This is real for me. 
BSE137 I can give you a blow-by-blow account of what happens in the township, this 

makes it believable. It doesn’t come from a place of superficiality; it comes from 
a place of “this is what happened”. 
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- Table 7.10. continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE138 When we are doing mass produced ads, and we don’t know who the people are 
that are consuming we are guaranteed that some people that are like “oh, how 
did they get the detail so right”. 

BSE139 It’s a risk, you know that some people won’t get the story but there will be people 
who are so invested in it, because you got all the details and people can say that 
there is no other way, this is real. 

 

As shown in Table 7.10, participants made reference for the need for stories to be 

believable. Most notably, participants strongly asserted that the believability lies in the 

detail (BSE135). In fact, one participant suggested that the power of the story lies in 

the detail (BSE133) and therefore it is important for the brand storyteller to get the 

details right in his storytelling (BSE134). Furthermore, by getting the details right, the 

brand storyteller can show the audience that they know the consumer’s life sufficiently 

in that they got the details right (BSE138). One participant cautioned that not all 

consumers will catch onto the detail; however, others, perhaps the consumers that are 

targeted would say “this is real” (BSE139). Believability therefore does not come from 

a place of superficiality; rather, from a place of “this is what happened” (BSE137).  

The following section details the use of music in brand storytelling. 

 

7.2.1.10. Music 

The tenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers involved the use of music in brand storytelling. This category was 

important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider as good brand 

storytelling because it detailed how brand storyteller could incorporate music to 

improve the brand storytelling effort. The interview extracts that were relevant for this 

category are provided in Table 7.11. 
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Table 7.11: Music 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE140 When you are looking at the makeup of a story you would never think that 
music plays such a big role. 

BSE141 When you start going a little deeper, when you start going into music and 
nuances that actually makes your story become real. It brings it to a level of 
believability. 

BSE142 When I talk about music I talk about the soundtrack, the eerie pause and all 
those crazy things…its vital. 

BSE143 When you want to add another element to it you add the music, the soundtrack.  
BSE144 We are able to match the visual with the sound. 
BSE145 It’s not just a case of symphony, not necessarily rhythmic expression, it can be 

just one expression. The expression can translate easily. 
BSE146 It (music) does not need to be composed; it can be that one thing (sound). 
BSE147 Even if it’s a statement or a weird little jingle, even if it’s just an interaction 

between 2 people that are friends, even if it’s the words shared between those 
two people that can actually be tangible. 

 

As shown in Table 7.11, participants alluded to the role that music has in brand 

storytelling (e.g., BSE140, BSE143). More specifically, when music and nuance are 

included in the story, the story becomes more real (BSE141). For participants, the 

music referred to the soundtrack as well as many other elements such as a “jingle” a 

“statement”, or even the interchanges between people (BSE145). Another participant 

suggested that expression itself could be considered as music in a story (BSE145). 

Music is therefore not only the composition; it can be a multitude of elements in a story 

(BSE146).  

The following section details how brand storytelling can be used to develop and 

communicate life lessons.  

 

7.2.1.11. Storytelling and life lessons 

The eleventh category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers considered the use of storytelling by brand storytellers to create and 

communicate life lessons. This category was important in the understanding of what 
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brand storytellers consider as good brand storytelling because the communication of 

lessons, or truths, may have some relevance to the purpose of brand storytelling. The 

interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.12. 

 

Table 7.12: Storytelling and life lessons 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE148 Nike’s story has almost translated into a motto in life. 
BSE149 There are lessons that you can take forward and instil in life.  
BSE150 When you have kids, you can say: “how am I going to teach some sort of lesson 

here?” and you tell the story. 
BSE151 The way that African storytelling lives on is that it has lessons in it. Thematically 

they have the right lessons in them. 
BSE152 If you tell a story that has a lesson, or maybe not, but thematically if its insightful 

then there can be word of mouth. There can be talk about it. 
BSE153 You're not telling them what they want to hear you telling them what they need 

to hear. 

 

As shown in Table 7.12, participants suggested that storytelling could promote mottos 

(BSE148) and lessons in life (BSE149). Stories can pass down intergenerational 

lessons (BSE150), as well as insights passed through word-of-mouth communication 

(BSE152). One participant made specific reference to African storytelling, suggesting 

that it is through the re-telling of lessons that African storytelling “lives on” (BSE151). 

Another participant reported that occasionally the lessons shared through storytelling 

are lessons that the consumer may not necessarily want to hear but need to hear 

(BSE153).  

The following category discusses the incorporation of conflict in brand storytelling.  

 

7.2.1.12. Conflict 

The twelfth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers considered the incorporation of conflict in brand storytelling. This 
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category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider as 

good brand storytelling because the use of conflict may allow for the brand story to be 

more compelling and engaging for the audience. The interview extracts that were 

relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.13. 

 

Table 7.13: Conflict 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE154  Conflict is a very easy what to force a consumer to decide which side that they 
are on. 

BSE155  Nike’s conflict is with people who say, “its chilled man, its fine”. 
BSE156  Their conflict is with people that are not getting along with it. 
BSE157 Whatever your selling point as a brand is, the opposite is the conflict. 
BSE158 When you talk about conflict you are talking about something outside the 

ordinary. 
BSE159 When you have conflict, it allows you to stand out from the rest. 
BSE160 As soon as you have conflict, then, it enables you to stand out from the rest. It 

shows that you are fighting against the rest. 
BSE161  Conflict is a particular strategy that can add value to a brand.  
BSE162 The stronger the conflict, the more exposure the brand will get. 
BSE163 The greater the conflict, the greater the exposure, the greater the controversy.  
BSE164 The goal is to create conflict, and the stronger the conflict the more exposure 

for the brand. 
BSE165 Something that is creating conflict is something that people are inspiring to do. 
BSE166 People like the excitement around the conflict. 
BSE167  This is what I stand for. 
BSE168 A brand by itself is such an arbitrary thing. There is no other way to form a 

relationship with a brand because they stand for that thing. 
BSE169 People are chosen by ****** that face adversity, that face conflict. 
BSE170 Controversy can be positive or negative, it doesn’t really matter. 
BSE171 In human beings, the rationality will bring conflict, but the irrational mind won’t 

even think twice about it. 
BSE172 There is some value in portraying those conflicting ways. 
BSE173 There is value in not following the status quo. 
BSE174 I think conflict is an opportunity to be credible. 
BSE175 Conflict in our case really helped us, you know people were forced to take 

sides, where is if it is a just a drink, people wouldn't have cared. 
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- Table 7.13. continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE176 If you're in the newspaper for something bad would attract more people if you 
then if we were in the newspaper for something boring. 

BSE177 I think conflict gives us the opportunity to gain more credibility. 
BSE178 It's more about how you handle the conflict rather than outcome.  
BSE179 Brand storytelling is placed at the big action, at the point with people need to 

do something. 
BSE180 You get invested in the conflict as a consumer as a viewer. 
BSE181 The same things that are informing the conflict and the narrative that you are 

watching are the same sort of things that make you feel something in your day-
to-day life. 

BSE182 There are different ways to play with the conflict, so I think it just depends on 
the brand and the storytellers and the medium of execution. 

 

As shown in Table 7.13, participants gave mixed opinions regarding conflict in brand 

storytelling. Some believed conflict is crucial in brand storytelling (e.g., BSE160, 

BSE164, BSE166), while others believe that the effectiveness of conflict depended on 

the brand and medium (e.g., BSE182). Some participants referred to conflict as the 

standing up for an ideal (BSE159, BSE167), while others considered conflict as picking 

a side to follow (BSE154, BSE175). Generally, participants believed that the inclusion 

of conflict in brand storytelling allowed the brand to gain more exposure (BSE162, 

BSE163) and allowed it to stand out from the rest (BSE159) as the consumer becomes 

invested in the conflict (BSE180).  

A brand can create conflict by standing up for what it stands for (BSE155, BSE156, 

BSE157, BSE168, BSE169). This allows the brand to operate outside of the ordinary 

(BSE158) and can add value to the brand (BSE161) by both inspiring the consumer 

to take action (BSE165, BSE175, BSE179) and to make the brand more credible 

(BSE174, BSE177). To conclude, there is value for brands to include conflict in brand 

storytelling in the form of credibility and differentiation, and in inspiring the consumer 

to take action. To achieve these benefits of the use of conflict, the conflict should both 

speak to the consumer (BSE181) and should be focused on how it can be managed 

(BSE178).  
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The following section details the use of conflict resolution in brand storytelling.  

 

7.2.1.13. Conflict resolution 

The thirteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the use conflict resolution in brand storytelling. This 

category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider as 

good brand storytelling as it considered how the structure of the story could be tailored 

to address problems and present solutions to problems. The interview extracts that 

were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.14. 

 

Table 7.14: Conflict resolution 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE183 This is a very nice piece of work: street surface. It's an 8-minute form, it's not 
anti-anything it's pro bring to life a story that only South Africans can tell but 
hard to keep the oceans clean Is really powerful piece of film, it's not all around 
the world.  

BSE184 You don't need to be against something you can just be pro something.  
BSE185 Conflict resolution can be a core theme that you're exploring but it doesn't 

necessarily always need to be resolved.  
BSE186 They made it look like it was a kid with a gun in the background and the line 

was just because it's not happening here doesn't mean it's not happening 
somewhere else that's an emotional thing that's not resolving a conflict it's 
shocking me in some ways it can cause some internal conflict. 

BSE187 Conflict makes the story very relatable, also humour can do… When you're 
telling a story and you're involving theme of conflict it has to be resolved and 
how you come up with that resolution is could be through execution for 
example by subscribing to New York Times you become part of the solution. 

 

Conflict resolution was mentioned by a few participants, but not expanded on to the 

same degree as conflict. Shown in Table 7.14, participants also had differing views on 

conflict resolution. Some participants suggested that conflict resolution does not 

always require conflict to occur. For example, participants suggested that brands can 

be “pro-something” without having to be “anti-anything” (BSE183) or “you don’t need 
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to be against something, you can just be pro something” (BSE184). On the other hand, 

one participant suggested that, when a story does include conflict it must be resolved 

(BSE187), while another suggested that conflict need not always be resolved 

(BSE185). To conclude, brand storytelling can include conflict which can either be 

resolved or not resolved. Additionally, the brand storytelling can include a conflict 

resolution without needing a conflict.  

The following section considers the human nature of the audience of brand stories and 

how the brand storyteller can tap into the audience’s human nature. 

 

7.2.1.14. Human nature 

The fourteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers dealt with human nature. This category was important in the 

understanding of what brand storytellers consider as good brand storytelling because 

it described the consideration made by brand storytellers for the target audience’s 

human nature. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided 

in Table 7.15. 

 

Table 7.15: Human nature 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE188 Its human nature for people to strive to be the best and to stand out. 
BSE189 It comes down to human nature. 
BSE190 Human beings are inherently good natured and want to better themselves on 

a value basis. 
BSE191 They are always trying to be good.  
BSE192 If those kinds of people inspire people to do things that are out of the ordinary. 

It’s about the human spirit. 
BSE193 Everyone needs that motivation – it’s part of human nature. 
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As shown in Table 7.15, participants suggested that human nature plays a part in 

brand storytelling (e.g., BSE189). More specifically, human nature was discussed in 

reference to motivation. One participant suggested that it is part of human nature to 

need motivation (BSE193). Others suggested that it is human nature to “strive to be 

the best and to stand out” (BSE188). It was suggesting in the interviews conducted 

that human beings are “inherently good natured and want to better themselves” 

(BSE190). In fact, people “always trying to be good” (BSE191). Furthermore, some 

kinds of people “inspire to do things that are out of the ordinary” (BSE192).  

The following section deals with the practical side of brand storytelling. 

 

7.2.1.15. The practical side of brand storytelling  

The fifteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers considered the practical side of brand storytelling. This category was 

important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider as good brand 

storytelling because this category considered how brand storytellers can practically 

use brand storytelling to fulfil their marketing objectives. The interview extracts that 

were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.16. 

 

Table 7.16: The practical side of brand storytelling 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE194 There’s a difference form the pure romantic understanding of the story to the 
practical workings of it. 

BSE195 Its ultimately about making the client successful. 
BSE196 Its understanding what the client’s needs are. 
BSE197 Efficiency prevents you from telling big, beautiful stories. 
BSE198 You have to create what’s right for the brand. 
BSE199 We had to tell people when it was appropriate. 
BSE200 In other mediums you might choose to be quite practical and informative about 

the physical attributes. 
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- Table 7.16. continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE201 The difference between the literary world and communication is when you write 
something out of your imagination you really are free to just create and you 
can make that as long as you want. Advertising is much more about 
concentrating your message into as short as possible time. 

BSE202 In the literary world you can have the freedom to build up your character over 
time, in marketing you have to do it little by little through character and style. 
That can be constantly eroded or constantly added onto. 

BSE203 It’s really about where you sit in the spectrum of, they have to spend. That’s 
what you want, you want their money. 

BSE204 I think a lot of storytelling advertising is purely functional. 

 

Table 7.16 demonstrates that participants alluded to the practical side of brand 

storytelling. More specifically, brand storytellers emphasised the need to understand 

the client’s needs (BSE196) to make the client successful (BSE195) and to ultimately 

drive sales (BSE203). There is therefore a “difference from the pure romantic 

understanding of the story to the practical workings of it” (BSE194). Another participant 

suggested that there is a difference between storytelling in the literary world and the 

advertising world (BSE201). This difference may manifest in the different objectives 

pursued by brand storytellers and storytellers. In addition, other participants suggested 

that a lot of brand storytelling “is purely functional” (BSE204) and therefore brand 

storytellers should understand when brand storytelling is appropriate (BSE199). Brand 

storytellers can therefore manage when they should use storytelling depending on the 

client’s needs (BSE196) and the medium used for the communication (BSE200).  

The following section details how a brand storyteller can use brand storytelling to make 

the brand more compelling 

 

7.2.1.16. Making the brand compelling  

The sixteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers considered the use of storytelling by brand storytellers to make the 
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brand more compelling to consumers. This category was important in the 

understanding of what brand storytellers consider as good brand storytelling as it 

described the use of brand storytelling in the effort to create compelling brands. The 

interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.17. 

 

Table 7.17: Making the brand compelling  

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE205  Our job is not to tell stories, our job is to make our brand compelling, and 
intriguing. 

BSE206  It’s an exercise in creating something that is larger than life. How you do that 
is an exercise in creative. 

BSE207  I think any successful story or conversation has that side to it if everybody buys 
into it. If it’s a compelling story some people like it and some people question 
it. 

BSE208  You are essentially creating a set of properties that the brand owns, things that 
the brand may not necessarily have. You have to add it to the brand. 

BSE209  That’s the just of creativity. Its presenting to people a story that they’ve never 
experienced before in such a way that makes advertising compelling or 
provocative.  

BSE210 Brands try to get inside your brain by representing something more than what 
it does. just do it as an example, they are just shoes at the end of the day,  

BSE211  When you are really able to execute intrinsic idea flawlessly and capture what 
the brand does then you can do really compelling and great work  

BSE212  It’s about making those boring products interesting. Storytelling is one way to 
do it, but good old-fashioned demonstrations are another. 

BSE213 You can list all the benefits of the product and that's all very well. That can help 
me understand exactly what you do as a business, but if you want to build a 
brand you have to tell a story something that will capture my attention, my 
imagination. You're talking about an intrinsic value, but you are telling in a way 
that is a very compelling story a story that I can also relate to or resonate with. 

BSE214  If you look at our work with ***** I wouldn’t be able to tell you if that was 
storytelling. But it certainly captured your imagination. 

 

As per Table 7.17, participants have suggested that the purpose of brand 

communications is to make brands compelling to consumers (e.g., BSE206, BSE208, 

BSE209, BSE211). One participant further asserted that the job of advertisers was not 

to tell stories, but to make the brand compelling (BSE205). On the other hand, a 

successful brand story could allow consumer to buy into the message to which they 
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can like or question (BSE207). Although brand storytelling is not the only way, it can 

help to make a boring brand more compelling (BSE212). Brands can therefore capture 

the consumer’s imagination through storytelling (BSE214), even for products that are 

not exciting. By telling a compelling story, a brand can capture the imagination of the 

consumer by representing something more than the intrinsic features of the product 

(BSE210) which the consumer can resonate with (BSE213).  

The following section considers how storytelling can aid in the creation of more salient 

brand connections. 

 

7.2.1.17. Stories aid in creating salient brand connections 

The seventeenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered how brand storytelling can aid in the creation of 

more salient brand connections. This category was important in the understanding of 

what brand storytellers consider as good brand storytelling if it is understood that 

brands pursue salient brand connections from the consumer. The interview extracts 

that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.18. 

 

Table 7.18: Stories aid in creating salient brand connections 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE215  It’s just been the way we’ve chosen to go about that brand by linking financial 
services to ideas of stories that people can relate to better. 

BSE216 Sometimes it’s just about telling you what the product does for you. 
BSE217  You have to take shots constantly to try to bring dimension to the term ‘long-

term investing’. 
BSE218  Each time we are doing an ad we are building a dimension on people’s 

understand of what long-term investing means in an investment context. 
BSE219  Creates its own category. 
BSE220 This is how you differentiate yourself. This is how you tell a story that sticks in 

people’s minds. 
BSE221  People build brands like birds build nests, piece by piece. 
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- Table 7.18. continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE222  People experience brands slowly and incrementally and they either become 
positively or negatively disposed to a brand. 

BSE223  A brand’s goodwill can be eroded by one piece of information about them. 
BSE224 People are not buying your story hook line and sinker anymore; they are 

hearing your story from different sources and that makes the brand 
challengeable. 

BSE225 We watch a lot of advertising we consume a lot so what really does stand out 
are all those stories, all those people. and all those emotions that you felt - help 
you recall what you saw. 

 

As illustrated in Table 7.18, participants suggested that brand storytelling could be 

used to make complex messaging more salient. For example, one participant recalled 

the use of storytelling to deliver the message of the benefit of long-term investing which 

was not particularly salient in the minds of their target consumer (BSE215, BSE217, 

BSE218). Participants suggested that making a brand more salient in the minds of 

consumers involves the incremental building of information for the consumer (BSE221, 

BSE222) which can be eroded with single pieces of negative information (BSE223). A 

brand should also create a category that they own (BSE219). Consumers can no 

longer be bought with a simple story (BSE224); rather, the story needs to be 

accompanied with sufficient emotion (BSE225) and should stick in the consumer’s 

mind (BSE220).  

The following section describes how brand storytelling should surprise the audience. 

 

7.2.1.18. Brand storytelling should surprise the audience 

The eighteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the importance of brand storytelling surprising its 

audience. This category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers 

consider as good brand storytelling because it considered the reaction the audience 
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of a brand story may have through their experience of the story. The interview extracts 

that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.19. 

 

Table 7.19: Brand storytelling should surprise the audience 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE226 Ads should be surprising. 
BSE227 You've got the space to lead the consumers mind down one direction and right at 

the end overturn it. For me it's the element of surprise. 
BSE228 Spectacular surprises always catch people off guard, it's allowed you to draw 

people in and you could surprise them with an ending, and that link to your brand 
which makes it even more powerful and emotional. 

BSE229 There's a guy in the body that is changing clothes all the time. That was a 
spectacular surprise, there was four versions of one guy that was a spectacular 
surprise. 

BSE230 The element of surprise is such a key part of advertising. Advertisements remake, 
unfortunately it's like any well told book. If you're going to keep the punchline to 
the end you have to build up hold up you have to leave the consumer down a 
direction. So surprise comes to my surprise, that requires time to do that. 

 

As shown in Table 7.19, participants believed that brand storytelling should be 

surprising (e.g., BSE226). Brand storytellers can direct the audience in one direction 

and then overturn that into another direction (BSE227). One participant suggested that 

“spectacular surprises” always catch the audience off-guard (BSE288). These 

spectacular surprises made the link to the brand more powerful and emotional 

(BSE228). The element of surprise was described by one participant as the punchline 

given as the result of the build-up (BSE230). Good brand storytelling therefore involves 

a twist or punchline that results from the build-up of tension.  

The following section details how brand storytellers should deliver a punchline in their 

storytelling effort. 
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7.2.1.19. Delivering a punchline  

The nineteenth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the use of punchlines in brand storytelling. This 

category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider as 

good brand storytelling because it highlighted the delivery of a core message through 

the progress of the plot and the build-up of tension. The interview extracts that were 

relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.20. 

 

Table 7.20: Delivering a punchline  

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE231 You'd have to be a very skilled storyteller to give the punch line at the beginning 
and get the reader to read still full pages, but writers use their own tricks of the 
trade. 

BSE232 These things we did at the punchline where you land the real work, I guess is 
the art of creating an elegant ad if you're at doesn't have the element of surprise 
psych reading a brochure. 

BSE233 We've had the ability to acquire long-term investing for a long time and what 
that means, but by changing the story … if one story is about a little boy and a 
little girl in love, one day the girls going to look like her mother he managed to 
understand the concept of long-term benefits of long-term investing in a very 
emotional way and the story itself delivered a punch. 

BSE234 The James Dean story was a powerful portrayal of: give it more time imagine 
the possibilities. They said that with a story with a twist you can see his 
accomplishments in the Oscars, at all these awards. 

BSE235 A beautiful story always has a reveal.  

BSE236 If you don't know CPR you can't do anything that was the sentiment …the mom 
was on the phone and then outside the window you see her little son running 
around the swimming pool and he hits his head and falls into the pool. She runs 
outside and then suddenly the whole pool is ice and she can't get in through 
the thing. It's like if you don't know how to do these things, then you can't help. 

 

As shown in Table 7.20, brand storytellers expressed their admiration for brand stories 

that delivered a punchline or a reveal. For example, on participant shared a story of a 

mother that did not know how to do CPR (BSE236): her son was drowning, but when 

she tried to get to him the surface of the water turned to ice. This punchline illustrates 
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the fact that if you do not know CPR then you are entirely helpless. Another participant 

shared a brand story where a young boy pursued a young girl because he recognised 

that one day she would look like her attractive mother (BSE233). In this case the 

punchline delivers the concepts of long-term benefits for long-term investing. Thirdly, 

another participant shared the twist in a brand story relating to James Dean and where 

he would be if he had more time (BSE234). These examples illustrated the power of 

a strong punchline in delivering a message to the audience. A good storyteller will 

deliver this punchline at the end of the story after a build-up (BSE231). Furthermore, 

beautiful stories always have a reveal (BSE235), and elegant advertisements land the 

punchline well (BSE232).  

The following section considers the importance of including a human truth in the brand 

storytelling effort. 

 

7.2.1.20. Human truth 

The twentieth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers considered the incorporation of human truths in the brand 

storytelling effort. This category was important in the understanding of what brand 

storytellers consider as good brand storytelling, as it provided relevance to the use of 

truth and core messaging in storytelling. The interview extracts that were relevant for 

this category are provided in Table 7.21. 

 

Table 7.21: Human truth 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE237 This is the life of South Africans the majority of the time. 
BSE238 When you have a deeper meaning, it shows that this is not just an ad. I’m 

seeing how things are going in society or how things are going in the world. 
BSE239 Deeper meaning can make a brand more tangible. 
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- Table 7.21. continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE240 It begins with a good human insight. 
BSE241 With a generic enough proposition you speaks to a need state that a human 

has,  
BSE242 Every ad touches on a well-known truth and you can say “Oh I’ve seen this 

before”. 
BSE243 When you have that human truth it’s easier to build the story. 
BSE244 If you link the story to a universal truth, then that story will never expire. 
BSE245 There are a few themes that humans get, whether you come from poor 

background, or you’re well educated. 
BSE246 It is universal. It is something everyone gets irrespective of creed or race or 

whatever. 
BSE247 Intrinsic truth is tied in with human truth because it's how you can align it with 

human truths. 
BSE248 If you can show a truth using story that is relatable you can capture the 

audience’s attention and compel them into doing what you want them to do.  
BSE249 If you are able to tell that intrinsic truth that human truth in a form of story, then 

you go far in driving the point not just listing the bullet points of why you want 
this product. 

BSE250 You can only know what they value by doing the groundwork of research 
before strategy and coming up with those human truths. 

BSE251 That’s the heart of the story. There needs to be a deeper truth. 
BSE252 You can only make someone believe you if you tell them a truth. 

 

As shown in Table 7.21, participants expressed a need for brand storytelling to 

express a human truth. More specifically, deeper meaning and intrinsic truth (BSE247) 

can make a brand more tangible (BSE239) and can make the story easier to build 

(BSE243). One participant suggested that brand storytelling begins with a human 

insight (BSE240) while another believed that deeper truth is the heart of the story 

(BSE251). Furthermore, by including a deeper truth the story looks less like an 

advertisement (BSE238), transcending the promotion of product traits (BSE249). 

Participants suggested that these human truths are somewhat universal (e.g., 

BSE241, BSE242, BSE244, BSE245, BSE246). Therefore, if the brand storyteller can 

tell a story with an intrinsic, human truth, they can create stories that are relatable 

(BSE248) to a wider audience.  
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The following section details the importance of the experience of the audience of a 

brand story during their exposure to the story. 

 

7.2.1.21. Experience 

The twenty-first category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the importance of creating an experience for the 

audience of the brand story. This category was important in the understanding of what 

brand storytellers consider as good brand storytelling because it considered how the 

audience experienced the story. The interview extracts that were relevant for this 

category are provided in Table 7.22. 

 

Table 7.22: Experience  

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE253 Chicken Licken is more escapism. 
BSE254 The biggest thing has always been humour. 
BSE255 Even if the story is overly emotion, even a small scene of humour can let that 

emotion live. 
BSE256 The big thing in my career was humour. 
BSE257 There’s a lot of things that come together to make something funny, it’s not just 

the joke, it’s not just the script, it’s not just the hilarious pause. 
BSE258 You are a human being, if someone makes you laugh you like them. 
BSE259 If someone makes you feel something you appreciate them, that is a personal 

transaction of how you feel about something- that is persuasive. 
BSE260 What you actually want to do is surprise and delight people by what you are 

telling them or what you are offering them.  
BSE261 Its tapping into all those senses to give you that feeling; that memorable 

feeling. 

 

As shown in Table 7.22, brand storytellers expressed a need for the audience of brand 

storytelling to have an experience during viewing of a brand story. Some participants 

suggested that humour was one form of experience (BSE254, BSE256, BSE258), 

while others suggested transcendental themes such as escapism (BSE253). A few 
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participants considered delight as crucial in brand storytelling (e.g., BSE260, BSE261). 

More specifically, the audience wanted the brands storyteller to both surprise and 

delight them (BSE260) as well as to “tap into all their senses” to give them a 

“memorable feeling” (BSE261). Furthermore, there are a lot of elements that go into 

creating that feeling of delight; not only the joke, the script or its tempo (BSE257). 

Lastly, one participant emphasised that a story that is emotional, should not be overly 

emotional by incorporating some humour to allow the emotion to live (BSE255).  

The following section considers the importance of the consideration of both the brand’s 

and the consumer’s beliefs and values. 

 

7.2.1.22. Beliefs and values 

The twenty-second category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth 

interviews with brand storytellers detailed the importance of the consideration of the 

consumer’s as well as the brand’s beliefs and values in the storytelling effort. This 

category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers consider as 

good brand storytelling as the beliefs and values of the consumer would affect their 

experience of the brand story. The interview extracts that were relevant for this 

category are provided in Table 7.23. 

 

Table 7.23: Beliefs and values 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE262 It can make you challenge your norms. 
BSE263 Gives believes and values represented by the brand. 
BSE264 Also adding values. 
BSE265 You show that core value that is in the brand. 
BSE266 If you understand what they value, you will be able to come up with compelling 

stories that resonate with that. 
BSE267 Then you're able to get insight that the audience values and then you can 

create that compelling and resonating story. 
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Although not in particular detail, participants suggested that brand storytelling should 

present the values and beliefs of the brands as well as of the consumer. This is 

demonstrated in Table 7.23. Participants suggested that brand storytelling should 

include values (BSE264), beliefs represented by the brand (BSE263), the core value 

of the brand (BSE265), and should encourage the consumers to challenge societal 

norms (BSE262). By understanding the values of the brand and of the consumer the 

brand can come up with compelling stories with which consumers resonate (BSE266). 

Furthermore, if the brand can uncover the right insight that is valuable to the consumer, 

then they can tell compelling and resonating stories (BSE267).  

The following section details the use of storytelling by brand storytellers to invoke and 

create memories for consumers. 

 

7.2.1.23. Memory 

The twenty-third category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the use of storytelling by brand storytellers to create 

and invoke memories for the consumer. This category was important in the 

understanding of what brand storytellers consider as good brand storytelling because 

the invoking of memories can contribute to the creation of brand meaning. The 

interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.24. 

 

Table 7.24: Memory 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE268 It builds memories for people. 
BSE269 When there’s a story in my mind or a memory that is recalled I tend to link that 

to a person. 
BSE270 You know, “this ad reminds me of home”. 
BSE271 Something is very important to brands is recall. 
BSE272 You are going to recall things that resonate with you, stories that are 

memorable or characters that are memorable. 
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As shown in Table 7.24, brand storytellers made reference to the connection between 

storytelling and memory. More specifically, brand storytellers suggested that brand 

recall is important for brands (BSE271) and that consumers recall things that resonate 

with them (BSE272). Stories build memories for people (BSE288) and remind them of 

home (BSE270). In addition to this, consumers tend to link stories and memories to 

individual persons (BSE269).  

The following section considers the importance of understanding the audience in the 

story creation process. 

 

7.2.1.24. Understanding the audience 

The twenty-fourth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers detailed the importance of understanding the audience of the 

brand storytelling effort. This category was important in the understanding of what 

brand storytellers consider as good brand storytelling because the understanding of 

the audience is required to develop brand stories that resonate personally with the 

consumer. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in 

Table 7.25. 

 

Table 7.25: Audience 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE273  Advertising is focusing on the majority of people. 
BSE274 When you have a brand and you don’t make it about your brand, you make it 

about the consumer of the brand. That makes the brand story feel more 
natural. 

BSE275 At time we live in at the moment, you don’t want to know that your Dove bar of 
soap has x, y, and z. How does the brand work for me? Does the brand see 
me? 

BSE276 You want to build an audience. 
BSE277  You have to understand your audience’s language. 
BSE278 You need to understand the audience. 
BSE279  You have to understand your audience and speak to them in a very natural 

way. 
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- Table 7.25 continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE280 They understand their audience. 
BSE281 When you understand your audience and the benefits of more of your products 

encapsulate today in one idea.  
BSE282 It's not the case that you can resonate with everyone, but it is also quite 

possible to do that that's why it is important to understand your audience 
because once you understand your audience you will understand what they 
value. Once you understand what they value you will be able to create 
something that resonates with them.  

BSE283 You have to understand your audience you have to understand what they 
value find those single-minded human truths around that and then you will be 
able to come up with one piece of insight from that research and then you 
create something very simple and simple minded and turn it into a story that 
can resonate. 

BSE284 Strategy is all about finding out how this target market feels and what that 
means for the brand.  

BSE285 It’s all grounded in knowledge that I have received from third party, and how I 
have shared that information to be relevant to that audience. 

BSE286 Brands know to talk with messaging that they think you like. 
BSE287 You need to have a very good understanding about who you talking to. 
BSE288 It's very key to know who you are talking to. 
BSE289 The consumer is very much a part of your story when you're telling story. 

 

As shown in Table 7.25, participants stressed the importance of brand storytellers to 

understand the audience to whom they are communicating (BSE277, BSE278, 

BSE279, BSE280, BSE287, BSE288). Although some participants expressed a need 

to reach as many consumers as possible (BSE273), others suggested that it is more 

realistic to try to speak to your own niche (BSE290). It was further advised by 

participants that brand storytellers cannot resonate with everyone (BSE282). 

Therefore, in an effort to create stories that resonate with the target market, the brand 

storyteller needs to understand both which consumers they’re telling the story to, as 

well as what would resonate with those consumers. Lastly, brand storytellers believe 

that brand storytelling would feel more natural to the consumer if the perspective of 

the consumer is brought through (BSE274, BSE275, BSE283, BSE284, BSE285, 

BSE289). This understanding of the consumer can be achieved through thorough 

research (BSE283, BSE284, BSE285).  
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The following section considers the importance of reach in the delivery of a brand 

story. 

 

7.2.1.25. Reaching the audience 

The twenty-fifth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers details the importance of the brand storyteller reaching their 

audience. This category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers 

consider as good brand storytelling because it highlighted the needed engagement of 

the audience. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category are provided 

in Table 7.26. 

 

Table 7.26: To reach the audience 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE291 You market products to people through storytelling. 
BSE292 It can be through traditional or it can be through engagement in social media. 
BSE293 Brands want to be heard. 
BSE294 The biggest award is to have millions of people love what you said or what you 

have created. 
BSE295 There’s dynamic creatively or personalisation at scale. It can be based on what 

do you listen to on Spotify or what pictures do you like on Instagram.  
BSE296 They like something that talks to them not at them a lot of stories talk at you.  
BSE297 It's about how do we get people to come and find out it's about creating interest. 

 

It is of importance to brands to reach their audience. As illustrated in Table 7.26, brand 

storytellers suggested that storytelling can be used a way to market to their consumers 

(e.g., BSE291). The use of storytelling to reach the audience can either be traditional 

or through social media engagement (BSE292). Further, brand storytellers should be 

creative and aim for personalisation based on the audience’s interest (BSE295) and 

use stories that “talk[s] to them, not at them “(BSE296). To conclude, brand storytelling 

allows brands to be heard (BSE293) and to bring consumers to the brand (BSE297).  
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The following category considers the strategic execution of the brand storytelling 

exercise.  

 

7.2.1.26. Story execution 

The twenty-sixth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the practical execution of the storytelling effort. This 

category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers considered as 

good brand storytelling because it included, practically, how the medium in which the 

story is shared influenced the brand storytelling effort. The interview extracts that were 

relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.27. 

 

Table 7.27: Story execution 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE298  You keep it fresh by working on how you execute your story. 
BSE299 Instead of doing one big ad, do you do many small ads on social media and have 

people consume it that way? 
BSE300  The idea is as you go from a to b people look at you look hot and you feel. it is a 

trickster trait it's the dimensions that bring the brand over above what the product 
actually does. They are just weapons in the arsenal. 

BSE301  You might use less emotion in newspaper ads because you are targeting business 
that are look for facts and less narrative. 

BSE302  Every medium helps you carry a message in different ways and help the specific 
cause. 

BSE303  You use the right medium for the right thing. 
BSE304  You might deliver an emotional punch on television and provide quite practical 

information that the consumer might need on newspaper, or print, or magazine. 
BSE305  African storytelling is word of mouth. 
BSE306 Its positioning it in a way that facilitates your development. 
BSE307 There’s a romantic notion of how these things can be and there’s a practical 

application. 
BSE308  Not every ad is a piece of storytelling. 
BSE309 Face lots of different ways of learning the same thing the more ways each other the 

more different ways you learn about it that's what good writing is about. 
BSE310  Technology is changing storytelling. 
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- Table 7.27. continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE311 If you just show people, then that's up to interpretation at the end of the ad you 
want people to make an action. 

BSE312  You can be more tactical about what is happening in the world, or in your 
country, or your immediate surroundings. 

BSE313  There are different ways to tell a story, but I definitely think there's value in and 
looking at the function I think that's key in deciding what you want to put out 
and how you want to put it out.  

 

As shown in Table 7.27, brand storytellers made reference to the importance of 

strategically executing the storytelling communication (e.g., BSE298). Firstly, 

participants emphasised that not all advertisements needed to be pieces of storytelling 

(BSE308). Further, participants suggested that the medium to which the storytelling 

communication is delivered was important to consider (BSE303) because each 

medium carries the message in a different way (BSE302). For example, one 

participant suggested that a brand storyteller would use less emotional appeals in 

newspaper advertisements (BSE301) than other mediums such as television or print 

(BSE304). Another participant suggested that, like all forms of persuasion, storytelling 

is simply a “weapon in the arsenal” of the advertiser (BSE300). 

Technology is changing storytelling (BSE310). There are increasing more ways that 

the brand storyteller can communicate a brand story to their audience (BSE313). 

Participants therefore have suggested that the brand story should be tactical about 

what is happening in the world an in their immediate environment (BSE312). For 

example, African storytelling, in reference to non-African storytelling, is about word of 

mouth (E305) as per the African oral storytelling tradition. Good storytelling therefore 

involves understanding how the story should facilitate the brand’s development 

(BSE306), as well as being cognisant of the practical outcome of the medium to which 

the story is delivered (BSE307).  

The following category details the relevance and value of the adherence of the brand 

story to the overarching brand narrative.  
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7.2.1.27. Brand narrative 

The twenty-seventh category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth 

interviews with brand storytellers considered the brand narrative. This category was 

important in the understanding of what brand storytellers considered as good brand 

storytelling because it considered the necessary consistence of the brand story with 

the overall brand narrative. The interview extracts that were relevant for this category 

are provided in Table 7.28. 

 

Table 7.28: Brand narrative 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE314 Before setting up any comms you need to understand your brand narrative. 
BSE315 If there’s a brand with a narrative that I can identify with then I’ll go with that 

brand. 
BSE316 When you understand the origins of something it really helps understand 

something. 
BSE317 A brand narrative is a set of stories that you tell about a brand that helps the 

consumer build a picture of what your brand is like. 
BSE318 I think storytelling has become a description of the creative rather than a 

strategic property while brand narrative is a strategic exercise where 
storytelling feels like a creative output. 

BSE319 The narrative is guided by what the brands proposition is. If every message 
that I put out there that has an idea that links to that proposition, then I can 
target it to whoever I want to. 

 

As illustrated in Table 7.28, brand storytellers stressed the importance adhering to a 

brand narrative (e.g., BSE314). Consumers could identify with a particular brand 

narrative and consequently follow that brand (BSE315). In setting up a brand narrative, 

the storyteller should understand the origins of the brand (BSE316) as well as the 

overarching brand proposition (BSE319). Furthermore, brand stories should all 

culminate to a brand narrative that “helps the consumer build up a picture of what the 

brand is like” (BSE317). Brand storytelling is therefore the creative output of a brand 

communication in its strategic brand narrative framework (BSE318). 
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The following section considers how brand storytelling should present the brand’s 

authentic philosophy.  

 

7.2.1.28. Authentic brand philosophy 

The twenty-eighth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the importance of being authentic and adhering to 

the brand’s philosophy. This category was important in the understanding of what 

brand storytellers considered as good brand storytelling because staying true to the 

brand’s philosophy may allow for more authentic storytelling. The interview extracts 

that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.29. 

 

Table 7.29: Authentic brand philosophy 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE320  It all comes down to the philosophy of the brand. 
BSE321  There’s a philosophical understanding of what you’re doing that’s sometimes 

bigger than what you’re actually doing. 
BSE322 Brands have fallen by the wayside because of the incongruence between who 

they say they are and what they produce. 
BSE323 I usually get a picture of their culture, their values, how they see themselves, 

and so on. 
BSE324  Millennials would feel the authenticity of the brands. They will say that this is a 

brand that I want to be associated with. 
BSE325  It’s about being as honest as you possibly can 
BSE326  They've been so led by consumer research that they haven't led the consumer 

in telling him who they are. the consumer become so confused we've got to be 
the people that say: okay this is what we need to show make them believe this 
about us. 

BSE327 If you want to figure out your brands purpose figure out the things you're not 
doing well and fix them. 

BSE328 If you look at stuff that's all about positive self-esteem, ‘black real beauty 
Agnes’ shows artificial retouched pictures of women. An average type program 
for girls called the self-esteem. It’s really about getting people more positive or 
body positive. So that's purpose of the entire brand is built on top of that 
purpose. 

BSE329  I think being honest is very key. 
BSE330  It's about being real you know.  
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- Table 7.29 continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE331 You have to make people understand what you are talking about and make 
them feel like you are. 

BSE332   If you really establish who you are, and people can see themselves on the 
brand it doesn't matter where you put the brand or what you do.  

BSE333  You want to decide what the core of your brand is and for people to understand 
your core each time they see it. 

 

As shown in Table 7.29, brand storytellers expressed a need for brand storytelling to 

communicate the brand philosophy in terms of their brand values (BSE320, BSE321). 

Brand storytellers emphasised that brand communications that are in line with the 

brand’s core values are very important in brand storytelling (BSE333, BSE334). This 

core brand philosophy needs to be honest (BSE325, BSE329), real (BSE330), and 

authentic (BSE324). The brand should first understand who they are from an 

introspective point of view (BSE326) and must remain in congruency with that core 

philosophy (BSE322). Although participants expressed the importance of introspection 

in the establishment of a brand philosophy, the philosophy must still align with 

consumer values (e.g., BSE331). For example, one participant alluded to the brand 

Dove in her description of the alignment of their body-positive values with that of the 

body-positive values of their target consumer (BSE328).  

The following section considers the use and interplay between the brand’s and the 

consumer’s imagination. 

 

7.2.1.29. Brand and consumer imagination 

The twenty-ninth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the use of storytelling to capture the imagination of 

consumer and to elevate the imagination of the brand. This category was important in 

the understanding of what brand storytellers considered as good brand storytelling 

because as, Van Laer et al. (2014:798) suggest, narrative transportation succeeds in 
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the excitement of imagination. The interview extracts that were relevant for this 

category are provided in Table 7.30. 

 

Table 7.30: Brand and consumer imagination 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE335 More and more brands are actually mimicking their consumers rather than 
creating brands out of their imaginations.  

BSE336 You have to build the brand outwards from your imagination. 
BSE337 We’re always telling a story that sparks their imagination. 
BSE338 I would never say that talking about intrinsic product features is really 

storytelling it's more the creative side of what we do.  

 

As shown in Table 7.30, brand storytellers have stressed that although insights should 

be research-driven and should speak the language of consumers, storytelling should 

come from the imagination of the brand itself (e.g., BSE335, BSE336). Furthermore, 

by telling a story conjured in the brand’s imagination, a brand can tell a creative story 

(BSE338) that can spark the imagination of the consumers (BSE337).  

The following category highlights the importance of the brand storyteller’s ability to 

capture the attention of the audience. 

 

7.2.1.30. Capturing consumer attention 

The thirtieth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews with 

brand storytellers considered the use of storytelling by brand storytellers to capture 

the attention of consumers. This category was important in the understanding of what 

brand storytellers considered as good brand storytelling because it emphasised the 

engagement the audience has with the story. The interview extracts that were relevant 

for this category are provided in Table 7.31. 
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Table 7.31: Capturing consumer attention 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE339  You have to earn their attention then keep their attention then leave them with 
something that they won’t forget about. The form that that takes is entirely up to you 
as the communicator. 

BSE340  We know what we want from the brand, how you do it is actually the creative wrapping 
that makes something not boring. 

BSE341  It's very difficult to make a brand interesting sometimes it's just a washing powder or 
the biscuit. You're quite limited in how you make that interesting. 

BSE342  It's difficult to make a brand interesting in that context because you are competing 
with the world of other brands that are in the same parameters as you. 

BSE343 People have found it easier to adopt points of view to get people interested.  
BSE344  The creative leap is what makes ads powerful. 
BSE345 Most media companies think that if you just bang away you don't need to be creative 

you can just keep banging away in the consumer can't miss it. I mean it's worked for 
many brands, but I found interesting is there a lot of brands use different mediums to 
demonstrate different things. 

BSE346  Human beings are very visual creatures and visual stories play to that.  
BSE347 There is a particular audience that will pay attention to what you’re doing differently. 
BSE348  We've gone from one-minute ads to now having to land a message 15 seconds. If 

I'm going to tell you what to do in 15 seconds, you're not even a look the message 
has to be there.  

BSE349  You need to get interest immediately or land your message in the first few seconds 
of the commercial, so if they skip, they already know what brand they saw.  

BSE350 When the informal sector falls in love with your brand they take over. 

 

As detailed in Table 7.31, participants suggested that the goal of brand storytelling is 

to capture the attention of their audience (e.g., BSE339, BSE346). There are products 

that brands sell that are simply too boring (BSE341); therefore, it is the brand 

storyteller’s job to add dimension to the product and brand to make it more interesting 

for the consumer (BSE342). Brand storytellers can do this through creative storytelling 

(BSE340, BSE344). It is however difficult to tell a creative a compelling story in the 

short time frame available for consumers (BSE348). The brand storyteller therefore 

needs to capture the attention of the consumer in the first few seconds of the 

advertisement (BSE349). If the brand storyteller can show something different, then 

you can capture the attention of your audience (BSE347). Finally, one participant 

suggested that, if the story can be told in a way that does not appear to be advertising, 

the brand can tell a story that can move their audience (BSE351).  
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The following category considers the role that language plays in the brand storytelling 

effort. 

 

7.2.1.31. Language 

The thirty-first category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the importance of using the right language in brand 

storytelling efforts. This category was important in the understanding of what brand 

storytellers considered as good brand storytelling because it considered how the 

language used in the story affects the audience’s reception of the story. The interview 

extracts that were relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.32. 

 

Table 7.32: Language 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE352  Language is very important. 
BSE353  Jesus was very popular in his time because he used simple language. 
BSE354 You can see that the language used was geared to a particular audience. 
BSE355 What you communicate needs to be understood. 
BSE356  “Tik tok” means god in Xhosa. So, use that as the main marketing campaign 

to say this is a God given brand … The main story was approval everyone is 
saying you can't do it? The God aspect was if God approves who are you to 
question it? The can itself is God so who are you to question it? 

BSE357 You can sell the simple story and I can easily bite it. 
BSE358 I think if you tell a story you have to tell a story in a way that they understand.  
BSE359 If you know who you are speaking to speak to them in a way that they will 

understand best. 
BSE360 That's really important part of advertising, you can’t get the consumer to 

understand without it (language).  

 

As shown in Table 7.32, language was expressed by participants as an important 

element to consider in brand storytelling (BSE352). Different brand storytellers used 

examples to express this point. One participant made reference to Jesus Christ being 

popular because his language was so simple (BSE353). Another participant made 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



316 

 

reference to the incorporation of a word in isiXhosa that means “God” in a campaign 

for an energy drink (BSE356). Participants expressed a need for the communication 

to be presented with language that can be easily understood (BSE355, BSE358, 

BSE359, BSE360).  

The following category highlights the importance of telling relatable brand stories. 

 

7.2.1.32. Telling relatable stories 

The thirty-second category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the importance of brand storytellers telling relatable 

stories. This category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers 

considered as good brand storytelling because it considered the importance of using 

relatable themes in the storytelling effort. The interview extracts that were relevant for 

this category are provided in Table 7.33. 

 

Table 7.33: Telling relatable stories 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE362  We’re always telling a story that others can relate to and is relevant to them. 
BSE363  Relatability comes from a more human point of view and relevance comes from 

“I recognise myself in that”. 
BSE364  It’s like holding up a mirror and saying you’re like this. 
BSE365  Relatability is like, I know what it is like to have lost my dog, I know what it is 

like to feel embarrassed in front of a group of people. 
BSE366  The way that you communicate to that person is, you know that they have gone 

through those experiences. 
BSE367 There's been a humongous trend about how commercials are assembled: 

there's not one individual story but there's all kinds of people because they're 
trying to relate to that board spectrum of people so that's been kind of a trend 
that's moved us away from storytelling in a way that's actually meaningful.  

BSE368  It needs to be something that people can relate to.  
BSE369 As much as you are telling a story and it's creative and whatever, but you want 

to do you want to ask is it has to be relatable to those people that vote. you 
can tell your story but in a way that they understand it. 

BSE370  Its relatability people need to relate to it. 
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- Table 7.33 continues - 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE371 There is a truth did you need to find that is relatable. That is relevant and 
interesting.  

BSE372 You are talking in a way that makes people feel like you grew up in the same 
place as them. 

BSE373 You have to tap into those people who've lived those lives because you don't 
know you can find that out and build that into a campaign.  

 

As shown in Table 7.33, brand storytellers expressed a need for brand stories to be 

relatable (BSE362, BSE368, BSE370). For brand storytellers, reliability is seeing 

oneself in the story (BSE363, BSE364) or sympathising with an experience from the 

memory of a relevant experience (BSE365, BSE366). One participant suggested that 

brand storytellers have tried to include as much of those relatable experiences as 

possible to reach as broad a spectrum of people as possible, but in doing so, lost its 

meaning (BSE367). Relatability is, therefore, not simply a collection of relatable 

experiences, but rather a relatable truth (BSE371) that shows that the brand comes 

from the same place as the consumer (BSE372).  

The following section details to importance of the consideration of the culture of the 

target audience. 

 

7.2.1.33. Cultural relevance 

The thirty-third category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the cultural relevance of brand stories. This 

category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers considered as 

good brand storytelling because it considered the importance of making brand 

storytelling culturally relevant to the consumer. The interview extracts that were 

relevant for this category are provided in Table 7.34. 
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Table 7.34: Cultural relevance 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE374 It could be cultural relevance; it could be generational relevance. 
BSE375 What are the really Zeitgeisty conversations happening around the world right 

now? 
BSE376 Macro trends can also inform brand storytelling.  
BSE377 African stories are just so casual.  
BSE378 African storytelling can bring things to life.  
BSE379 You know the movie Tsotsi? It went on to win International awards because it 

was told in an angle that is closest to the culture.  
BSE380 The real story is told at the taxi ranks, you know, by the people.  
BSE381 You have to know you selling to. The same concept would not work if you were 

starting to the white market you know.  

 

As shown in Table 7.34, participants suggested that brand storytelling should be 

culturally relevant (e.g., BSE374). On participant referred to the value of engaging in 

“Zeitgeisty” conversations (BSE375). ‘Zeitgeist’ refers to the spirit of the time or of a 

space; therefore “Zeitgeisty” referred to the degree to which a thing adheres to the 

spirit of the time or the spirit of the place. Further, there are macro trends that brands 

can engage with in brand storytelling (BSE376).  

Brand storytellers “have to know who they are selling to” because “the same concept 

would not work” for markets that differ culturally (BSE381). For example, one 

participant made reference to the film Tsotsi, referring to its international accolade due 

to its closeness to the culture it portrays (BSE379). In addition, participants considered 

African storytelling to be casual (BSE377). One participant suggested that the “real 

stories” were shared at taxi ranks (BSE380). In that sense, African storytelling can 

bring the story to life (BSE378).  

The following section details to importance of the consideration of the consumer’s 

narrative in the storytelling effort.  
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7.2.1.34. Consumer Narrative 

The thirty-fourth category that is discussed for the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

with brand storytellers considered the consideration of the consumer narrative. This 

category was important in the understanding of what brand storytellers considered as 

good brand storytelling because it considered the necessary incorporation of the brand 

story into the consumer narrative. The interview extracts that were relevant for this 

category are provided in Table 7.35. 

 

Table 7.35: Consumer narrative 

Interview 
Extract 

Quote 

BSE382 (for example) People want to strive to be like the **** personality. 
BSE383 The sponsor athletes embody the personality of the brand. They are regarded 

as the true representatives of the brand… Athletes are viewed as real icons of 
the brands. It’s the same with influencers. They’re inspiring you to be like them. 

BSE384 People just want to be a part of it. 
BSE385 In traditional storytelling it is the protagonist it does big action. But what you 

want in a brand storytelling is that for the consumer to be the one what does 
the action. 

BSE386 Breaking out of what is constrained in society and that is what people aspire 
to. 

BSE387 Recognising yourself in the story you’re like “ahh, what did I do?”. 
BSE388 The other part is introspective… oh I didn’t think of it this way. 
BSE389 You are shifting from pawning actual characters to the consumer when turning 

around a story. 
BSE390 Showing something, you aspire to. 
BSE391 I want to become what I see. 
BSE392 Brands have found a very nice way to insert themselves into the lives of the 

consumer by making it about the consumer – it’s not a hard sell on the nose. 
BSE393 When you're telling your nonfiction story in a branding sense the consumer 

becomes a part of the narrative that you're telling.  
BSE394 The consumer becomes a little part of the story.  
BSE395 You see this as an aspirational story with the brand you could hope to someday 

achieve that. 

 

As shown in Table 7.35, brand storytellers referred to the importance of the 

consideration of the consumer narrative. Participants suggested that consumers could 

incorporate the brand story into their own narrative. For example, one participant 
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suggested that consumers aspired to be like the Red Bull personality (BSE382), while 

another suggested that the consumer wants to be the protagonist that commits the 

action (BSE385). Consumers want to be a part of a good story (BSE384, BSE393, 

BSE394) and aspire to be like the heroes that they see (BSE395, BSE383, BSE390). 

Participants also considered this attachment to the story as introspective (BSE388), 

as they recognised themselves in the story (BSE387). Brand storytellers should, 

therefore, orient the story based on the consumer narrative (BSE389) to allow the 

consumer to insert themselves into the story (BSE392) and to incorporate the story 

into their own narrative. 

 

7.2.1.35. Summary of qualitative findings for in-depth interviews with expert 

storytellers 

The purpose of conducting interviews with brand storytellers was to explore what 

brand storytellers viewed as good storytelling for their brand building effort. Therefore, 

the findings of these interviews uncovered what good brand storytelling entailed and 

how the brand storyteller could produce good storytelling to build strong brands. 

In general, brand storytellers, like storytellers, believe that good brand storytelling 

resulted in the elicitation of emotion in its audience along with the creation of meaning. 

Further, brand storytellers could achieve this by telling believable stories, by telling 

stories that were true to the brand, by telling stories that humanised the brand and by 

telling stories that considered the consumer narrative.  

The following section provides the findings from the case study analysis conducted. 

Through this case study analysis, the aesthetic elements used in exemplar brand 

storytelling cases can be explored directly. 

 

7.3. CASE STUDY ANALYSIS 

Storytelling exists in many forms, whether it be oral storytelling, film, novels, theatre, 

the opera, or brand storytelling. Therefore, there exists a need to place the 
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understanding and exploration of good storytelling in context. With the inclusion of an 

exemplar brand storytelling case study analysis, the triadic perspective uncovered 

through this research can be applied in a real-world context. Further, the relevant 

literary theory can be directly applied and related to real brand storytelling examples.  

The analysis of these examples utilises an exemplar within-case content analysis of 

good brand storytelling. In this section, four exemplar brand storytelling cases have 

been sourced based on their critical acclaim from the Loerie awards. These cases 

were selected based on the recommendation of Bronk (2012). Bronk (2012:7) 

suggests using the outcome approach for the selection of exemplar cases. The 

outcome approach to exemplar brand storytelling case studies involves the selection 

of exemplar cases based on their critical acclaim (Bronk, 2012:7).  

The cases were storyboarded with short descriptions accompanying frames from 

selected scenes in the story. The purpose of presenting this storyboard was to 

facilitate the analysis. Then, using a deductive approach, each case was explored 

separately for the presence and adherence to eleven storytelling aesthetic elements 

uncovered in the poetics and dramatic theory literature.  

 

7.3.1. The selection of exemplar brand storytelling cases 

Bronk (2012:7) recommends the use of the outcome approach to the selection of 

exemplar case studies. The outcome approach involves the selection of exemplar 

cases that have achieved a specific outcome such as an award (Bronk, 2012:7). In 

advertising, creative advertisements can receive an advertising award. Exemplar 

brand storytelling case studies were therefore selected based on their achievement of 

an advertising award. The award considered for this study was the Loerie awards for 

Africa and the Middle East in 2019. There are multiple categories that are included in 

the awards, amongst other, film, radio, digital and design. Marketing communication 

studies that explore storytelling have primarily observed film communications (e.g., 

Quesenberry & Coolsen, 2019; Quesenberry & Coolsen, 2014; Stern, 1994). The film 

communications category was therefore used. Film communication was useful for this 

study because film is both visual and auditory and can most easily fit in a storytelling 
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framework. It was therefore determined that brand stories told in a film format would 

be used as cases because of its simplicity for analysis. 

Film advertisements that received a Grand Prix award, a Campaign Gold Award, a 

Gold Award, a Campaign Silver Award and a Silver Award were considered. These 

awards are given to campaigns and creative communications that are deemed to show 

creative excellence. Campaign Gold is the highest regulation award, followed by Gold, 

Campaign Silver and Silver. Grand Prix is reserved for campaigns that show unique 

creative excellence. Because this study considers brand storytelling in the South 

African context, the film advertisements that were considered had to be from a South 

African brand, produced by a South African agency and for a South African audience. 

There were eleven cases that were considered, presented in Table 7.36. Some brands 

were awarded multiple awards for various film communications. Therefore, only one 

film communication from each brand was considered. Additionally, some awards were 

given to film communication campaigns that included multiple film stories. Section 

3.1.1. details the selection process in greater detail. 

 

7.3.1.1. Exemplar brand storytelling case study selection. 

As stated previously, only Grand Prix, Campaign Gold, Gold, Campaign Silver and 

Silver awards were considered. Additionally, only the film communication category 

was selected. Table 7.36 shows all the film communication titles for these awards. To 

refine the list, a process of elimination took place. 
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Table 7.36: Brand stories considered for case study analysis 

Award Brand Film title 

Grand Prix Nando’s Afrotising 
Campaign 
Gold 

MTN South Africa Double your bundle – pizza, leftover pizza 

Gold South African Breweries Vuka 
Gold Chicken Licken The legend of Big John 
Gold Philips & The Nelson Mandela 

Foundation 
Shave to remember 

Campaign 
Silver 

Chicken Licken  Welcome to inner peace country, 
Pantsulas of inner peace, Inner peace 
stand-off, The land, Taxi debacle 

Silver Nando’s You people 
Silver Brand South Africa The prayer 
Silver Chicken Licken  Rock my soul 
Silver Vodacom Chat ’n bietjie ball 
Silver MTN South Africa Sounds the call 

 

Firstly, only film communications that with clear storytelling efforts were considered. 

More specifically, only the film communications that showed a clear plot structure and 

progression of events were selected. Only these film communications were considered 

because purely informative advertisements may not exhibit the same goal as clear 

brand storytelling efforts. Therefore, Nando’s Afrotising, MTN’s Double your bundle, 

Philips and The Nelson Mandela Foundation’s Shave to remember, Nando’s You 

people, Brand South Africa’s The prayer and Vodacom’s Chat ’n bietjie ball were all 

eliminated.  

Secondly, the researcher only selected one story from each campaign, the one that 

achieved the highest award. One was considered to ensure a broader and more 

reliable scope of exemplar case study examples. Following this first criterion, Chicken 

Licken’s Welcome to inner peace titles and Rock my soul title was eliminated. 
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After the process of elimination three titles remained: 

1. South African Breweries: Vuka 

2. Chicken Licken: The legend of Big John 

3. MTN South Africa: Sounds the call 

 

7.3.2. Case study findings 

Firstly, the three exemplars chosen for this study are unpacked in a storyboard format 

to gain a picture into the events of the story. Significant moments in key scenes are 

presented in the figures in this section with descriptions as well as time stamps. The 

descriptions do not hold any interpretation; rather, a factual account of what transpires 

in those scenes. A table is presented for each case study with a description made in 

reference to the eleven storytelling aesthetics used as the deductive criteria for 

evaluation of the exemplar cases.  

 

7.3.2.1. Vuka – South African Breweries 

Vuka was a storytelling piece used to promote South African Breweries The mentor 

movement. This movement “calls on adults to mentor and guide the youth to make 

better life choices’” (Joe Public, 2020). The advertisement was based on the insight 

that alcohol abuse leads to fatherlessness, violence, and crime (Joe Public, 2020). 

The film is seven minutes long and initially created for the YouTube platform (Joe 

Public, 2020). The film has a reach of twenty million in thirty-six countries and trended 

twice on twitter (Joe Public, 2020).  
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7.3.2.1.1. The story of Vuka 

The story of Vuka depicts a young boy’s troubled life growing up in South Africa. He 

(Tebogo) has one fatal flaw: his drinking problem. His drinking problem has landed 

him in horrible situations and mistakes made in his early life. The story is told in 

multiple scenes acted out by various child actors. This section details the outline of the 

story. 

 

Figure 7.1: Vuka introduction (00:00) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

The introductory scene depicted in Figure 7.1 shows the audition chair introducing the 

premise of the story. The room is empty with a cold colour palette with little lighting. 

The chair used by the candidates looks cold and cheap.  
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Figure 7.2: Impelele (0:10) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

Impelele, the child actor that is auditioning for the role of Tebogo, enters the shot and 

sits on the chair shown in Figure 7.2. He is the first candidate that auditions for role of 

the sleeping Tebogo. The setting is the same as in the introduction. 

 

Figure 7.3: Tebogo is not asleep (00:27) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 
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The scene depicted in Figure 7.3 shows a young Tebogo pretending to sleep on the 

ground while his mother lies with an unknown man. A condom wrapper is shown on 

the floor. His mother picks him up and takes him out of the situation. The setting is 

what seems to be the bedroom of the unknown man. 

 

Figure 7.4: Katlego (00:58) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

Katego enters the audition room and introduces himself, as shown in Figure 7.4. He 

states that he is auditioning for the role of a young Tebogo who must steal something 

from two adult men. The setting is the original audition room from the introduction 

scene.  
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Figure 7.5: A thieving Tebogo (1:31) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

 

Figure 7.5 depicts a scene where a young Tebogo stealing what is shown to be a can 

with some kind of beverage. The exact nature or type of the beverage is not shown to 

the audience. The two adult men that Tebogo was stealing from catch him, threaten 

him, and drag him away without the audience knowing what will happen to him. The 

setting for this scene is a dark street and alleyway.  
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Figure 7.6: Sabelo (01:42) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

 

In the scene depicted in Figure 7.6 Sabelo enters the audition room and introduces 

himself. He is there to audition for the role of Tebogo where the audience is introduced 

to a new character, who seems to be the casting director. The casting director tells 

Sabelo that Tebogo was a young alcoholic and that he is confident that Sabelo can 

“pull it off”. The setting is the same audition room as the introduction scene. 
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Figure 7.7: A drunk and disorderly Tebogo (02:18) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

 

This scene shown in Figure 7.7 depicts a drunk and disorderly Tebogo in a tavern. He 

is falling all over the place and is clearly highly intoxicated. Several other patrons 

become aggravated and forcefully remove Tebogo from the tavern. The setting is the 

inside of a tavern. 

 

Figure 7.8: Vuyo (02:35) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 
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Vuyo enters the auditioning room and introduces himself, as shown in Figure 7.8. He 

announces that he is auditioning for the part where Tebogo drives drunk. The setting 

is the same auditioning room as in the introduction.  

 

Figure 7.9: Tebogo driving under the influence (03:16) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

 

Tebogo picks up his friend in a car depicted in Figure 7.9. Tebogo’s friend, as well as 

the audience, does not know where he got the car from. Both young boys are keen 

and anxious to get going to meet some girls. Tebogo starts driving incredibly reckless, 

resulting in him running over a pedestrian. Tebogo and his friend enter in an argument 

where Tebogo tells his friend to forget about what happened, as they can just go back 

home. This seems to be the lowest point for Tebogo. The setting is in a car driving on 

a dirt road.  
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Figure 7.10: “I have to hit my mom!” (04:14) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

 

The audience is briefly introduced to the last candidate in Figure 7.10; his name is not 

shared. He is shown practicing his punches as he proclaims that he must hit his mom. 

The setting is same audition room from the introduction.  

 

Figure 7.11: An angry Tebogo hits his mother (05:08) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 
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The scene depicted in Figure 7.11 was built up as Tebogo was practicing his punches 

in the mirror in his bedroom. His mother comes into the room and accuses him of 

drinking again. This results in a heated argument which prompts Tebogo to decide to 

leave. It should be noted that Tebogo is staying in a large room of his own in stark 

contrast to the floor that he pretended to sleep on in the beginning of his journey. The 

argument continues as Tebogo makes his way to the door. An unknown man emerges 

from of a room and joins the argument. The unknown man makes it clear that he is the 

reason for the improved living arrangements in which Tebogo finds himself. The 

argument heats up to the point where Tebogo hits his mother in the face. It feels like 

this is the new lowest point for Tebogo. He then leaves the house. The setting is a 

house that illustrates a degree of wealth as Tebogo has his own room and there are 

pillars in the hallway.  

 

Figure 7.12: “I am Tebogo” (06:09) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

 

In the scene depicted in Figure 7.12, the casting director informs the candidates, 

seemingly individually, that they will not be getting the part. The reason for them not 

getting the part is that this was not really an audition. The casting director tells the 

candidates that he is Tebogo and this was his life growing up. He tells the candidates 
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that it is not a role that they would want to play. Lastly, he tells the candidates that, by 

sharing his life story, those boys can choose a better future for themselves. The setting 

was the same as in the introduction scene.  

 

Figure 7.13: The message (06:49) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

 

Figure 7.13 depicts the message and the truth of the story: Tebogo has taken the 

pledge to be a mentor. This message leads the audience to the call to action.  
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Figure 7.14: The call to action (06:55) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

 

Following Tebogo’s action, a call to action is presented to the audience. Show in Figure 

7.14, it is suggested that the audience can also help the youth and rewrite their future 

as Tebogo bravely did. In that sense, the audience can be as brave and heroic as 

Tebogo.  

 

Figure 7.15: The brand (07:05) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). Vuka 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



336 

 

The film ends with the message they the brand wanted to share: “Tebogo Sibonelo 

has taken the pledge to be a mentor” in Figure 7.13. This is followed by a call to action 

shown in Figure 7.14: “You too can help the youth rewrite their future”. Finally, in Figure 

7.15, the brand is shown alongside a website address that the audience member can 

access.  

 

7.3.2.1.2. A critical analysis of Vuka 

In this section, the eleven storytelling aesthetics uncovered in Chapter 4 acted as 

criteria for the deductive analysis of Vuka. The analysis is presented in Table 7.37.  

 

Table 7.37: A critical analysis of Vuka 

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

Unity of 
action 

While at fist glace the story of Vuka seems to incorporate multiple actions all 
different in each scene, they all culminate to one larger action – the tragedy 
of Tebogo’s childhood at the mercy of alcoholism. The tragic conflict that 
Tebogo has with alcohol leads him to become a mentor, as he wishes that no 
other child truly experiences the suffering that he endured. Because there is 
only one principal action that the story follows it can be considered to adhere 
to the principle of unity of action (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]; Robostellus, 1548 
[1974]:126). 

Unity of time The short story covers a large span of years as Tebogo grows form a small 
child to a troubled teenager. The story makes extreme jumps between the 
different stages of Tebogo’s childhood. The story, however, maintains unity of 
time through the lens of the audition. By referencing each scene to an audition 
for a different child at a different age, the jumps through time feel natural for 
the audience. The scenes therefore feel familiar to the audience as long as 
they would be conducted in an audition. This story therefore adheres to the 
principle of unity of time because the action would occur in the same amount 
of time in reality (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:38).  

Unity of place The story jumps between different locations regularly during the story. There 
is little explanation of how the young Tebogo arrived at different places. 
However, by basing the primary story entirely in the audition room and making 
reference to the scenes through the lens of the audition room enables the 
story to maintain unity of place.  
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- Table 7.37 continues -  

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

The possible The events of the story are entirely possible. It can be easily believed that a 
young child in Tebogo’s environment can turn to alcoholism.  

The probable The story follows Tebogo’s decline into alcoholism. It can be expected and 
probable that a young boy in a difficult environment can turn to alcoholism. 
Additionally, understanding the pain and hardship of Tebogo’s past makes 
it probable that he finds a desire in himself to mentor children that may be 
facing similar hardships. The understanding of Tebogo’s upbringing in his 
decline into alcoholism therefore deliver the audience with a probable 
outcome and forces the audience to surrender to the story’s illusion (Freytag, 
1894 [1900]:49,50) 

The 
progression 
through the 
plot 

The vehicle in this story that drives the plot is the audition room. Each 
audition candidate represents significant parts of Tebogo’s difficult 
upbringing. It is therefore Tebogo himself that progresses the plot through 
the audition candidates. There are moments, such as in Figure 7.6, where 
Tebogo informs the candidate of what he expects or wants from that scene. 
Discovering that the person conducting the audition is Tebogo himself in a 
technical catharsis is experienced by the audience as they realise that it was 
always him that progressed the plot. Because the story follows a linear 
sequence of events (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:36), as well as following a 
causal arrangement (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:27), the story can be considered 
to have present a plot progression.  

Plot structure This story can be considered in terms of plot structure as having parallel plot 
lines: the childhood of Tebogo and the story of the audition room. The 
auditions can be considered to a type of meta on the story of Tebogo’s story 
itself. The plot line that is considered for this analysis is the audition room 
with the specific scenes understood as visualisations of those auditions. The 
plot structure was outlined in accordance with Freytag’s plot structure (1894 
[1900]). 

Plot structure 
continued 

Introduction The introductory scene begins with a chair on its 
own. The young Impelele enters. Impelele 
introduces himself and the story begins.  

The rising movement As young boys come into the room to audition. 
Their ages increase. The magnitude of the action 
that are acted out by the candidates also 
increase in magnitude.  

Climax The climax occurs during the scene depicted in 
Figure 7.11 where Tebogo strikes his mother and 
leaves the house.  
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- Table 7.37 continues -  

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

 The 
downward 
movement 

The falling movement follows as Tebogo explains to the 
candidates that they will not get the part because it is a role 
that they should never have to play. It is during this falling 
movement that Tebogo reconciles the difficulty of the 
sacrifice that he must endure.  

The 
dénouement 

In the dénouement, Tebogo finally confesses the purpose 
of the auditions. He must relive the hardships of his 
childhood to give these young boys, and young children in 
general, an important lesson in life. This pain of this sacrifice 
is shown in the face of Tebogo, the tone of his voice, as well 
as the pauses he takes for long, deep breaths.  

The 
conscious 
will of the 
characters 

Character in this story is different than from what can be expected in a 
traditional story because the young boys are acting out the life of Tebogo 
and therefore are not their own character. However, their personalities are 
carefully brought through in the scenes that they are acting. As a good 
example, Vuyo, shown in Figure 7.8, comes across as arrogant and 
mischievous. These personality traits come through well in the story. By 
incorporating the personality of the candidates into their acting of Tebogo, 
the audience truly feels like Tebogo is portrayed by the candidates. The 
action of the story therefore feels to the audience to come as a likely result 
of the decisions made by Tebogo, therefore adhering to the principle of the 
conscious will of the characters as per Schopenhauer’s (1818 [1974]:519) 
and Brunetiere’s (1894 [1914]:76) view. 

Action 
through 
conflict 

Freytag (1894 [1900]), Brunetiere (1894 [1914]:69/76) and Shaw (1909: 
sviii) believed that the events and action of the story should come as a 
result of the action. In the story of Vuyo, the situations that Tebogo found 
himself in were as a result of his alcoholism which, in turn, was a result of 
his difficult childhood. 

Dramatic 
situation 

The story of Vuyo exhibits two dramatic situations. The story of the young 
Tebogo, can be categorised as Polti’s (1917 [1921:31) seventh situation 
“falling prey to cruelty or misfortune” as the young Tebogo falls victim to 
the cruel hands of childhood suffering and alcoholism. The story of the 
older Tebogo, on the other hand, fits more appropriately in Polti’s twenty-
first situation (197 [1921]:69): “self-sacrifice for kindred” where he 
sacrifices himself to the youth of today that are going through similar 
struggles that he went through.  
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- Table 7.37 continues -  

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

The 
magnitude of 
the action 

The magnitude of the action needs to be significant in this story. The 
audience would not empathise with Tebogo if he were only thrown out of a 
couple of bars. The audience needs events that would radically affect 
Tebogo, such as hitting a pedestrian while driving under the influence or 
striking his mother. The magnitude of the action for the story of Tebogo is 
not too large. If the action were too large, such as him becoming so drunk 
that he murders his family and friends, then the story may become less 
believable and may elicit lower levels of empathy. The action in this story 
can therefore be understood as having and keeping the appropriate 
magnitude (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:36). 

 

The interpretation of the critical analysis shown in table 7.37 is presented in chapter 

eight – section 8.8.  

 

7.3.2.2. Chicken Licken – The legend of Big John  

The legend of Big John was a film to promote Chicken Licken’s Big John Deluxe meal. 

The insight that drove the story was the idea that “when you are hungry enough, 

anything is possible” (Joe Public, 2020). The Legend of Big John received attentions 

throughout the globe and resulted in a reported sales increase of 86% with an 

engagement rate of 20.8% (Joe Public, 2020). 

 

7.3.2.2.1. The legend of Big John 

The story of Big John is one of adventure. The story follows a young prince on a quest 

to satisfy his hunger for adventure. Along his travels he must overcome many 

obstacles, which he overcomes with confidence and charisma. Big Mjohnana 

completes his journey by landing in Holland and naming the new land ‘Europe’. Based 
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on the dates provided in the story it is clear that this story is a play on Jan van 

Riebeek’s arrival in the Cape in 1652.  

 

Figure 7.16: Big Mjohnana sets out to satisfy his hunger for adventure (00:00) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 

 

The first scene shown in Figure 7.16 depicts a young Big Mjohnana in his farewell to 

his village. He sets out on a quest to “satisfy his hunger for adventure”. The first 

introductory scene is set on the beach of his home village in South Africa 1650. 
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Figure 7.17: The journey begins (00:17) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 

 

In the scene shown in Figure 7.17 Big John has now set sail, symbolised literally with 

sail unpacking. The narrator uses this moment to give some background of big 

Mjohnana as the prince of his tribe. The setting is at sea on his boat. 

 

Figure 7.18: Land (00:29) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 
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Big Mjohnana’s first obstacle is to tame a wild panther shown in Figure 7.18. He 

achieves this feat very quickly with great ease and a cheeky but confident personality. 

This setting for this scene is a small island in the middle of the ocean.  

 

Figure 7.19: Which way? (00:40) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 

In this scene depicted in Figure 7.19, Big Mjohnana comes across a photo-

luminescent jellyfish. He asks the jellyfish for direction. The jellyfish present an arrow 

much like the one that you would find on a GPS navigation, directing Big John on the 

correct direction. Big John thanks the jellyfish and continues with his journey. The 

setting for this theme is at night in the middle of the ocean.  
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Figure 7.20: Laughing in the face of danger (00:56) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 

 

The scene depicted in Figure 7.20 shows a confident Big Mjohnana easily fending off 

an attack from a shark while shaving with a knife. He then giggles to himself. The 

setting for this scene is in the middle of the ocean.  
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Figure 7.21: Weathering many storms (01:07) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 

Figure 7.21 shows a scene that illustrates Big Mjohnana weathering many storms. The 

narrator mentions that he “weathered many storms”. This scene is significant because 

it shows Big Mjohnana painting the literal storm that he is experiencing, showing his 

cheeky and overconfident personality. The setting for the scene is the ocean during a 

storm.  

 

Figure 7.22: Colonising Europe (01:15) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 
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Figure 7.22 shows the final scene where Big Mjohnana arrives in a foreign land. While 

unknown to Big Mjohnana, the audience is shown that he arrives in Holland. 

Significantly he arrives in 1651, a year before Jan van Riebeek arrived in South Africa. 

Big Mjohnana is met at the port by what seems to be the European colonisers 

preparing to set sail. The setting for this scene is on a port in Holland. 

 

Figure 7.23: Europe! (01:41) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 

 

Figure 7.23 marks the end of the story. Big Mjohnana’s story ends with the colonisation 

and naming of the land ‘Europe’. The setting is the same port in Holland as the 

previous scene.  
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Figure 7.24: And that is the legend of Big John (01:53) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 

Figure 7.24 shows a different setting: A Chicken Licken branch. The audience is 

shown the narrator of the story: an elderly man who was waiting for his meal. The lady 

he was telling the story to order’s the Big John burger meal.  

 

Figure 7.25: Big John Top Deluxe (02:02) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 
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The promotional meal is presented in the scene depicted in figure 7.25. The 

personality of Big Mjohnana is imprinted to this promotional meal by virtue of having 

the same name.  

 

Figure 7.26: Chicken Licken. Soul food (02:05) 

 

Source: Joe Public (2020). The legend of Big John 

 

In Figure 7.26 and Figure 7.27 the Big John meal is presented, as well as the Chicken 

Licken brand symbol. The Chicken Licken brand symbol is presented in the backdrop 

of the ocean, the same setting used in Big John’s journey.  

 

7.3.2.2.2. A critical analysis of The legend of Big John 

In this section, the eleven storytelling aesthetics uncovered in Chapter 4 acted as 

criteria for the deductive analysis of The legend of Big John. The analysis is presented 

in Table 7.38.  
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Table 7.38: A critical analysis of The legend of Big John 

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

Unity of 
action 

The story of Big John follows Big Mjohnana on the great adventure he 
undertakes to discover new lands. All the action in the story ultimately leads 
to this major action which is realised at the end of the story. Therefore, 
although Big Mjohnana encountered many different events that could be 
stories in themselves, they all culminated into one single, large action: the 
adventure to discover new lands. This story is therefore in adherence to the 
principle of unity of action according to Aristotle’s commitment to the single 
principal action (335 BCE [1974]:44).  

Unity of time The story of Big John spans over one year. The audience is explicitly 
informed of this time frame form the inclusion of Big Mjohnana’s start date 
and his end date. Jan van Riebeek set sail on the 24th of December in 1651 
and arrived in the Cape on the 5th of April in 1652. His trip therefore took 
three months. When Big Mjohnana arrives in Holland he seems to meet Van 
Riebeek’s party; therefore, suggesting that he arrives in Holland close to but 
before the 24th of December 1651. The trip made by Big Mjohnana therefore 
would have taken at least a full year considering that he left in 1650. 
According to Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38), the action should occur at the 
same time that it would take in nature. Considering, therefore, that Big 
Mjohnana only had a small boat and made many stops on the way, this is 
believable to the audience. Even the audience members unfamiliar with Van 
Riebeek’s journey would find it believable that a journey like this would occur 
over the span of a year.  

Unity of 
place 

The entirety of the story of Big John maintains unity of place, as the story 
follows his journey across the ocean. In order to reach Europe from the Cape 
by boat he must travel across the Atlantic Ocean, across the equator. The 
climate should therefore be warm for the most part of the year, irrespective 
of winter and summer up until his arrivals in Europe which should be starting 
winter at that time.  

Big Mjohnana does not pass through any artic regions or any other 
continents. He only passes many an island which can be considered 
believable. The story therefore maintains unity of place 

The 
progression 
through the 
plot 

The story of Big John does not follow a noticeably clear and obvious plot 
progression. He starts in his hometown in 1650 and completes his journey 
in 1651. There is, however, not clear progression through the obstacles that 
he faces. One could quite simply rearrange the order of the obstacles and 
the story would read the same. In this case there is no genuine, causal plot 
progression in the linear, causal sense recommended by Freytag (1894 
[1900]:27) and Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:36). 
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- Table 7.38 continues - 

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

The possible Some of the events of the story seem totally unbelievable. For example, how 
can a person train a wild panther to play fetch’’, as depicted in Figure 7.18. 
Further, it is totally impossible to scare away a shark in the manner that he 
did in Figure 7.20. Additionally, one would not simply be able to arrive at the 
port in Holland as simply as he did; he would have to face naval defences. 
However, the manner to which the story is told creates the sense that it is 
possible for a person like Big Mjohnana. Big Mjohnana is not an ordinary 
man; he is, as the narrator says, a ‘legend’. As McKeon (1936:6) suggests, 
“poetry, even false, is not an unmixed falsehood, but requires the antecedent 
lie for its explanation”. Therefore, if the audience is to believe that Big 
Mjohnana is a legend capable of incredible things, then it is conceivable that 
the audience would believe the incredible things he achieves on his voyage. 
In addition, the audience is shown the narrator in the final scene (shown in 
Figure 7.24). It can therefore be understood that the narrator was 
purposefully exaggerating to tell a funny and interesting story.  

Plot structure Although there is no causal and sequential progression of the plot, there is still 
a clear plot structure. The plot structure here was outlined in accordance with 
Freytag’s plot structure (1894 [1900]). 

Introduction The story has a clear introduction that includes the 
exposition. In the introduction the audience knows 
immediately what the story is about: Big Mjohnana goes on 
an adventure to discover new lands.  

The rising 
movement 

The rising movement in this story is long, it can be 
considered to be all the obstacles that Big Mjohnana faces. 
These obstacles do not increase in magnitude; rather, their 
magnitude oscillates. For example, shown in Figure 7.18 he 
comes in direct face-to-face contact with a panther, but later 
he tamely shrugs a shark away. The story does not lead up 
to the climax in terms of action that increases in magnitude.  

The climax The climax can be considered to be the moment that Big 
John gets of his boat as it sinks. He has arrived and his 
mission is complete. This is also the moment of juxtaposition 
whereby his mission is converted to claiming and naming the 
new land from his previous mission of adventure and 
discovery.  

The 
downward 
movement 

The falling movement, as with the rising movement in this 
story, is not clear. The falling movement may not be as clear 
because there was not a clear and powerful rising movement 
to cause a significant juxtaposition to leverage the falling 
movement from. 
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- Table 7.38 continues – 

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

 The 
dénouement 

The final scene can be considered in two parts. The first can 
be the joke of naming the new land ‘Europe’ as the audience 
receives a technical catharsis which is followed by the reveal 
of the narrator confirming the joke.  

The probable Although it is totally reasonable that a prince from Southern Africa would 
decide to take an adventure to discover new lands, it is unreasonable in the 
consideration of the small vehicle he uses. In addition, it may seem 
improbable that he passed Portugal, Spain, France and England on his way 
to Holland. It is, however, the understanding of Trissino (1549 [1974]:134) that 
contradictions in a comedy may elicit delight and laughter. In the inversion of 
the colonialist story, which is in an explicitly clear comedic fashion, the 
audience experiences delight and laughter.  

The 
conscious will 
of the 
characters 

Big Mjohnana instigates the action. It is from his desire that the plot 
progresses. He wishes to feed his ‘hunger’ for adventure. Through his journey, 
he does face obstacles that are placed in front of him; however, he overcomes 
them in his own way, giving light to his personality. The action therefore occurs 
as a result of the conscious will of Big John in accordance with belief of 
Brunetiere (1894 [1914]:76). 

Action 
through 
conflict 

Big Mjohnana faces great ambition. There is therefore a drive for him to take 
action; in the form of an adventure, to discover new lands. It is this internal 
desire that causes him to make the decisions that he does. Brunetiere (1914 
[1894]:76) believed that the action should be a result of the will of the character 
in the face of conflict. In the case of this story, the conflict can be considered 
to be the internal ambition and hunger for adventure.  

Dramatic 
situation 

The legend of Big John can be categorised as showing a single dramatic 
situation: Polti’s thirtieth situation: “Ambition” (1917 [1921]:101). This dramatic 
situation involves a protagonist’s pursuit of desire in the face of adversity 
(Polti, 1917 [1921]:101). 

The 
magnitude of 
the action 

The magnitude of the action through the story was deliberately of great scale. 
He faces many very large challenges, such as a giant squid, a storm, whales, 
sharks and panthers. These events may seem to have a too large a 
magnitude to be reasonable and believable in the story. However, the 
magnitude of action in this story feels appropriate. The story is framed as a 
‘legend’; therefore, the audience expects great magnitude. The magnitude 
was therefore appropriate to the premise of the story. 

 

The interpretation of the critical analysis shown in table 7.38 is presented in chapter 

eight – section 8.8.  

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



351 

 

7.3.2.3. MTN South Africa – Sounds the call  

There were three flagship stories in MTN’s Sounds the call campaign launched by the 

advertising agency TBWA\Hunt\Lascaris Johannesburg. The campaign received 

3 187 377 organic impressions, with a zero media spend budget (MTN South Africa, 

2018). 

The story Laurie Kay was chosen because out of the three entries, this story had the 

clearest plot progression and would therefore allow for a simpler analysis of the case. 

This story follows the events that transpired during the famous aircraft manoeuvre over 

Ellis Park Stadium in Johannesburg during the 1995 Rugby World Cup Final. This 

advertisement was made to promote MTN’s Springbok partnership. 

 

Figure 7.27: We were just following orders (00:24) 

 

Source: MTN South Africa (2018). MTN Springboks: The Laurie Kay story 

 

This story begins with CCTV footage (depicted in Figure 7.27) showing the preparation 

of an aircraft. There is a voice-over of a person explaining how he was expected to 

prepare the underbelly of an aircraft but did not know exactly the reason for it.  
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Figure 7.28: It was like a bomb (00:39) 

 

Source: MTN South Africa (2018). MTN Springboks: The Laurie Kay story 

Following the introduction, footage is presented that capture the experience around 

the area where the flight manoeuvre was made. The setting for these scenes varied 

but culminated around the aircraft. 

 

Figure 7.29: No one has done this before (00:49) 

 

Source: MTN South Africa (2018). MTN Springboks: The Laurie Kay story 
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This scene, shown in Figure 7.29, shows an unknown man looking out at the skyline 

of Johannesburg. He proclaims that an event such as this has never been attempted 

or even thought of before. He additionally mentions that, if anyone knew about it, the 

event would not be success. The setting for this scene was a rooftop overlooking the 

city of Johannesburg.  

 

Figure 7.30: I need you to do a 2-42 in 45 seconds (01:01) 

 

Source: MTN South Africa (2018). MTN Springboks: The Laurie Kay story 

 

Figure 7.31 depicts a scene where a secret meeting is undertaken. In this meeting the 

particulars of the manoeuvre are discussed. It is stressed in this meeting that there is 

only one way that manoeuvre can be done and with only a very narrow time frame. 

The setting for this scene was an aircraft hangar in a military air base in Johannesburg.  
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Figure 7:31: Good luck, Bokke (01:37) 

 

Source: MTN South Africa (2018). MTN Springboks: The Laurie Kay story 

The scene depicted in Figure 7.31 follows the manoeuvre that was taken from on 

board the aircraft and from outside. Tension is built up with the music and the phrase 

“pull up” on play from the cockpit. The next shot is the iconic video of the aircraft flying 

over the stadium with the phrase “Good luck, Bokke” on the underbelly. The next few 

shots are of the crowd in the stadium cheering. The setting for this scene was inside 

and around the stadium during the manoeuvre.  

 

Figure 7.32: Just like that it was the first blow to the All Blacks (01:46) 

 

Source: MTN South Africa (2018). MTN Springboks: The Laurie Kay story 
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The scene shown in Figure 7.32 depicts the aftermath of the flyover of the jet. The 

narrator describes the effect that the event has on the fans in the stadium, as well as 

the effect that it has on the players on the field. Scenes are shown of supporters 

celebrating enthusiastically. The setting for this scene was around the stadium as well 

as in what seems to be homes of the supporters.  

 

Figure 7.33: It’s as if his whole career has been for that moment (01:54) 

 

Source: MTN South Africa (2018). MTN Springboks: The Laurie Kay story 

 

The scene that shows the image in Figure 7.32 is a tribute to pilot that executed the 

manoeuvre. Footage of the plane is shown with the voice-over: “it’s as if his whole 

career has been for that moment”. Following from that footage are photographs and 

images of the pilot Laurie Ray.  
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Figure 7.34: When South Africa calls, you answer (02:11) 

 

Source: MTN South Africa (2018). MTN Springboks: The Laurie Kay story 

Shown in Figure 7.34, MTN has answered their call to action. It is now the audience 

member’s turn to answer their call to action. This call to action is therefore presented 

as holding the same weight as answering the call from the Springboks, yielding great 

magnitude.  

 

Figure 7.35: Proud sponsor of the Springboks (02:13) 

 

Source: MTN South Africa (2018). MTN Springboks: The Laurie Kay story 
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In Figure 7.33 the message is shown: “When South Africa calls, you answer” alongside 

the call to action: “Join us”. The brand alongside the Springbok logo is presented at 

the end of the advertisement shown in Figure 7.34. Accompanying the logo is the 

slogan: “Proud sponsor of the Springboks”. 

 

7.3.2.3.1. A critical analysis of Sounds the call: The Laurie Kay story 

In this section, the eleven storytelling aesthetics uncovered in Chapter 4 acted as 

criteria for the deductive analysis of Sounds the call: The Laurie Kay story. The 

analysis is presented in Table 7.39.  

 

Table 7.39: A critical analysis of Sounds the call: The Laurie Kay story 

 

Storytel
ling 
aestheti
c 

Description 

Unity of 
action 

All the action present in this story culminated to one single action in accordance 
with Aristotle’s notion of the commitment to one principal action (335 BCE 
[1974]:44): the flyover of an aircraft over Ellis Park Stadium shown in Figure 7.31. 
All action prior to this moment was in effect directed to this action. For example, 
the reminiscing on the roof top shown in Figure 7.29 shows an unknown 
individual reflect and therefore foreshadow the stunt. Additionally, an intense 
briefing shown in Figure 7.30 further adds to the magnitude of the principal 
action. To conclude, The Laurie Kay story in MTN’s Sounds the call series 
adheres to the principle of unity of action.  

Unity of 
time 

Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38) asserted that the time it takes for the action in a 
story to be committed should equal the time to which the action would take in 
nature.  The Laurie Kay story occurs over two minutes but includes both the 
events that led up to the event, as well as the event itself. However, the story 
does begin with a shot of the plane making its way for the second trip over Ellis 
Park shown in Figure 7.28. The entire second trip in reality only occurs over a 
time frame of two minutes. It can then be argued that the events leading up to 
the flyover were simply recalled memories that can be shared in the space of a 
minute. Therefore, The Laurie Kay story follows the unity of time as stipulated 
by Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38). 
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- Table 7.39 continues – 

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

Unity of 
place 

Unity of place is clearly maintained in the story. The events of the story occur 
in the general vicinity of Johannesburg and of Ellis Park Stadium. There are 
moments where the audience is not sure about the location, such as in the 
scene shown in Figure 7.30. However, from the context of the events that 
surround that scene, the audience can infer that the location would be in 
Johannesburg.  

The possible The events depicted in this story occurred in reality. The story includes actual 
footage from the live event. The principle of the possible is therefore clearly 
maintained. The event, however, seems so extravagant that if these events 
did not occur in reality, it may seem farfetched. Therefore, the significance of 
this story may lie in the notion that this event occurred in reality.  

The probable The protagonist in this story was Laurie Kay. The principle of the probable 
therefore applies to the degree of probability to which Laurie Kay would likely 
commit to the stunt based on his character. Prior to the stunt, not much was 
shared on the protagonist, as his character was revealed after the stunt was 
shown. Prior to the stunt, the magnitude and difficulty of the incident was 
highlighted. In fact, prior to the stunt, the entirety of the plot centred round the 
magnitude of the stunt. After the stunt is completed the audience receives 
some background of the protagonist: Laurie Kay. Laurie Kay was shown as a 
stellar pilot who has flown his whole life. It can therefore be digested by the 
audience that an individual like Laurie Kay would perform this stunt. 

The 
progression 
through the 
plot 

The progression of the plot is not as identifiable for the case of this story. 
Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38) asserted that the plot should progress in both a 
linear direction through cause and effect. The introductory scenes and the 
final scenes represent memories and a recall of the events in general and of 
the life of Laurie Kay. Therefore, there was only a short frame to which the 
plot could progress. In this case, the audience already knows for a fact that 
the stunt will be performed; therefore, the plot functions solely as background 
to the chief action.  

Plot structure Introduction The introduction in this story is understood as the events that 
occur before the briefing scene in Figure 7.30. The introduction 
sets the stage for the story by including the exposition and 
inciting action in this part of the story. Therefore, this can be 
considered as a technically well executed introduction by 
Freytag (1894 [1900]:116). 

The rising 
movement 

The rising movement can be understood as the events that 
occur leading up to the climax, increasing in magnitude 
(Freytag (1894 [1900]124). This increasing magnitude of the 
action leading to the climax is observed in this story. However, 
the rising movement in this case is comparatively short in 
consideration to this story’s introduction and climax.  

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



359 

 

- Table 7.39 continues –  

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

 The climax Freytag (1894 [1900:127) specifically stressed that the 
climax should occur in the middle of the story and should 
be the action of the greatest magnitude. In this case the 
climax of story, the aircraft flying over the stadium shown 
in Figure 7.31 is the scene with the highest magnitude 
which occurs in the middle of the story. Interestingly, the 
music that facilitated the rising movement ceases in this 
scene to add gravity to the action in climax.  

The falling 
movement 

As with the rising movement in this case, the falling 
movement is comparatively short. The falling movement 
of this story follows the climax as the explanation of the 
reason why an individual would perform such a stunt. As 
per Freytag’s understanding (1894 [1900]:135), the 
falling movement involves a decreasing order of 
magnitude as the plot progresses to the dénouement. 
Immediately after the chief scene in this story, scenes of 
celebration are shown alongside the narration of the 
impact the event had on the All-Black New Zealand 
rugby team. The celebrations, the tone and the music 
then soften, leading to the end of the falling movement 
with images of the plane leaving the area in peace.  

The 
dénouement  

The dénouement in this case begins with the image of 
the real pilot that completed the stunt shown in Figure 
7.33. “1945–2013” is shown under his image. This image 
implies that he has passed away prior to this story being 
told. Following his image are real images of him through 
his life. The story therefore ends as a tribute to that pilot 
that answered his call.  

The conscious 
will of the 
characters 

The principal action present in this story is stunt itself. Although the 
protagonist was called into action, it was ultimately his decision as 
unpacked in the scene represented in Figure 7.30. In this briefing it was 
implied that, if he could not perform the stunt in the way it is intended, 
then he needed to not do it. According to Brunetiere (1894 [1914]:76) 
the action itself is the conscious decision-making of the protagonist. 
There is a clear effort from the storyteller to show that ultimately the 
decision to go through with the stunt was on the shoulders of the 
protagonist. The action was therefore a result of the conscious decision-
making of the protagonist. In effect, he answered the call to action. 
Because the decision was ultimately his own, the catharsis yielded more 
meaning. 
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- Table 7.39 continues – 

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

Action through 
conflict 

Freytag (1894 [1900]:79) and Brunetiere (1894 [1914]:76) asserted that 
the action that occurs in a story occurs as a result of a conflict or a 
dramatic situation. The conflict and the dramatic situation in this story 
were not explicitly detailed; rather implied. The conflict is only shown 
directly in the scene shown in Figure 7.32. In this scene the narrator 
acclaims: “and just like that it was the first blow to the All Blacks”. It is 
clear from this scene that the conflict was the rivalry in the rugby match, 
magnified by the occasion of a final. Delivering the first “blow” to the All 
Blacks arising from the rivalry between the two sides and the magnitude 
of the occasion can be considered as the driving force for the action of 
the story.  

Dramatic 
situation 

The dramatic situation of this story fits most comfortably in Polti’s ninth 
dramatic situation; Daring enterprise (1917 [1921]:36). Polti (1917 
[1921]:36) in his description of this dramatic situation describes the 
“preparations for war”. If a rugby match can symbolise battle or war 
between the two sides and two nations, then the strategic flyover is itself 
a strategic war play.  

The magnitude 
of the action 

The principle of the magnitude of the action is crucial for a story 
(Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:36) such as in this case. The events depicted 
in the story are real events; therefore, the audience would be cognisant 
of exaggerations or under-representations of the action. The storyteller 
therefore needed to capture the magnitude of the event as it occurred. 
By muting the sound and allowing the raw audio of inside the ground, the 
storyteller was able to capture the stunt in its sublimity. The story would 
have lost its ability to cause cathartic reactions if the plane passed closer 
to the ground than what occurred in reality or if an addition soundtrack 
was added to add additional emphasis on the event. The magnitude of 
the action was therefore appropriate for the events of the story.  

 

The interpretation of the critical analysis shown in Table 7.39 is presented in Chapter 

eight – section 8.8.  
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7.3.2.4. Case study analysis summary 

The purpose of the exemplar brand storytelling case study analysis included in this 

chapter was to explore the examples of exemplar brand storytelling cases through the 

lens of the storytelling aesthetics explored from the literary theory literature. Through 

the consideration of three exemplar brand storytelling examples, some similarities and 

differences can be observed. These similarities and differences are explored in greater 

detail in Section 8 in the following chapter. In summation, the three brand storytelling 

cases seem to adhere to the storytelling aesthetic elements, with the exception of the 

probable and the linear nature of plot progression. The three cases also differed in 

terms of their plot structure.  

 

7.4. CONCLUSION 

Through a qualitative methodology, expert opinion, as well as exemplar case 

examples have been analysed and reported on in this chapter. Adopting a social 

constructivist epistemological position, the researcher collected responses from a 

sample of experts have grouped such responses in categories. In doing such, the 

researcher increased the likelihood that these categories could be applied to 

perspectives outside the sample. In addition to the collection of responses from 

experts, the researcher included three exemplar case studies which were analysed 

using a deductive content analysis using the storytelling aesthetics explored in the 

literature review. In an effort to address the objectives of the study and to collaborate 

the finding of the research into meaningful concepts and theory the researcher has 

undergone another level of abstraction. In this further level of abstraction, presented 

in the following chapter, the interview data are further grouped into broader themes 

and triangulated with theory explored in the literature review. Finally, the broad themes 

that were abstracted were triangulated between each group and with the three 

exemplar case studies to provide a unified theoretical framework to understand brand 

storytelling. 

The following chapter combines the findings from the thematic analysis of expert 

interviews and the within-case study analysis with theoretical concepts uncovered in 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



362 

 

the literature review to complete a framework to which brand storytelling can be 

understood. The storytelling framework developed in the final chapter combines the 

perspective of literary theory, theory of the self, as well as the existing brand 

storytelling theory.  
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CHAPTER 8 

The interpretation and discussion of the qualitative findings 
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8.1. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relevance of traditional literary theory 

for brand storytelling in the South African context. This overall purpose was realised 

with the utilisation of a triadic perspective between, the use of storytelling by brand 

storytellers, the relationship between storytelling and the self, and the perspective of 

good storytelling from South African storytellers. Experts in psychology, storytelling, 

and brand storytelling were consulted in this exploration process along with exemplar 

brand storytelling case studies. 

Through this study’s exploration, it has been determined that the purpose of brand 

storytelling is the elicitation of cathartic experiences from the audience of the brand 

story. Through the narrative transportation effect, the consumer can immerse 

themselves into the story and experience an emotional reaction which is reconciled 

against the events of the story and its inherent truth to create meaning. It is this 

meaning that has been created which brand storytellers’ value. With the consideration 

of traditional literary theory, catharsis can be achieved through the incorporation and 

manipulation of storytelling aesthetics which have been considered and discussed 

throughout the literary theory discourse.  

This chapter begins with a summary of the findings that were presented in Chapters 6 

and 7. Then these findings were analysed in reference to the relevant theory to 

interpret and unearth meaning in the findings. Further, the objectives of the research 

were addressed more directly leading to the conclusions made for the relevance of 

traditional literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African context. Lastly, the 

limitations of the study are listed along with recommendations for future research.  

 

8.2. METHODOLOGICAL OVERVIEW 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relevance of traditional literary theory 

for brand storytelling in the South African context. To realise this overall purpose, this 

study adopted a triadic perspective by exploring the psychology, literary theory, and 

brand storytelling fields. These explorations involved the exploration of the academic 
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literature, the consultation with experts and the examination of exemplar examples of 

brand storytelling.  

With the use of a social constructivist epistemological position, this study collected 

information from multiple disciplines, from multiple experts, and used different 

methods, more specifically through in-depth interviews and exemplar case studies. 

Initially, a literature review was conducted into each of the three perspectives. Then, 

in-depth interviews with experts in each field were conducted to uncover expert opinion 

pertaining to the relevant perspectives. Lastly, an exemplar brand storytelling case 

study analysis was conducted to good examples of brand storytelling. The deductive 

within-case analysis, used to analyse exemplar South African brand storytelling case 

studies, allowed the researcher to directly observe the application of the storytelling 

aesthetic elements for brand storytelling. The purpose of this chapter was to interpret 

the findings of this research endeavour in terms of the poetics and dramatic theory 

literature and theory to create a verified and theoretically convergent perspective on 

the relevance of traditional literary theory for brand storytelling. Further, the 

interpretation made by the researcher in this chapter has been brought together into 

a single point discussed in Section 8 of this chapter.  

 

8.3. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

As per the methodology of this thesis, in-depth interviews with experts in three 

categories were conducted. Collectively, the interviews were taken to provide a triadic 

perspective on brand storytelling in order to explore the relevance of literary theory for 

brand storytelling in the South African context. The findings from expert interviews and 

case studies were detailed in the previous two chapters. This section offers a brief 

summary of those findings, beginning with a summary of the findings obtained from 

interviews with psychologists. 

Following an inductive approach data extracts from interviews were organised in 

categories which were presented alongside the interview extracts relevant for each 

category. Accompanying each category was a description of how interview extracts 
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connect with each other and combine into the category. The researcher used the 

terminology and perspectives of the text themselves to construct the descriptions of 

each category. This approach is consistent with the inductive approach suggested by 

Thomas (2003).  

This section offers a brief summary of the findings of the expert interviews. The first 

summary provided is that of the findings from interviews with psychologists. 

 

8.3.1. Summary of findings from interviews with psychologists  

The first group of interviews conducted in this study were with psychologists. The 

psychologists included academic and practicing psychologists. These participants 

were selected based on their experience with storytelling, whether it be to understand 

the patient’s situation or as a treatment itself. Expert interviews with these 

psychologists were undertaken to inquire to the relationship between the individual 

and the story. Through these interviews it was found that the relationship between the 

individual and the story was one of reflection, sense-making, and self-defence. The 

findings of these interviews help the exploration of the relevance of traditional literary 

theory for brand storytelling in South Africa with the exploration of how consumers use 

storytelling. More specifically, these interviews explore the relationship between the 

story and the self. Therefore, with the consideration of symbolic interactionism, the 

story’s meaning is understood in reference to the self. 

Through the inductive analysis of expert interviews with psychologists, thirty-three 

categories emerged from the data. Participants generally suggested that storytelling 

helps the individual make sense of the world. Storytelling can help the individual create 

a coherent sense of self through time; help the individual understand their role in 

society; as well as help the individual defend the self from the threat of psychic 

fragmentation. 

By engaging in storytelling, the individual is able to create meaning in their life. More 

specifically, the individual can reconcile emotions and traumatic events into 

manageable and meaningful narratives. Furthermore, the individual can reflect of 
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these narratives through the process of self-storytelling as well as the consumption of 

other stories, such as fictional stories.  

 

8.3.2. Summary of findings from interviews with storytelling experts  

Storytelling experts that were consulted included individuals that participate in the 

writing process of stories. These included mostly playwrights but also directors.  

Interviews with storytelling experts were conducted in an effort to discover what 

storytellers view as good storytelling, as well as to discover the techniques or methods 

that are effective in crafting a good story. With this exploration, the prominent aesthetic 

elements of storytelling can be explored in greater detail to uncover the aesthetic 

elements that may have relevance for brand storytelling.  

Several discoveries were made through these interviews. Generally, storytelling 

experts believe that good storytelling results in the experience of emotional connection 

between the audience and the characters, as well the experience of learning truths 

and the elicitation of meaning. In addition, storytellers believe that good storytelling 

involves the inclusion of believable characters that have agency in the sense that they 

are decision makers in the story. Lastly, storytellers consider good storytelling as 

storytelling that follows a plot structure which is advanced by the characters in the face 

of conflict. 

Through the inductive analysis of expert interviews with storytelling experts, thirty-

three categories emerged from the data. Participants generally suggested that good 

storytelling results in an emotional connection between the audience and the 

characters. Good storytelling also results in the learning of a truth by the audience 

along with the elicitation of meaning. To achieve good storytelling, storytellers need 

characters with sufficient background and agency to progress the plot. Additionally, 

storytelling experts suggested that good storytelling involves a believable plot that 

progresses through and action resultant from conflict.  
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Good storytelling achieves two goals. Firstly, good storytelling results in the emotional 

connection between the audience and the characters of a story. Secondly, good 

storytelling results in the realisation of truth by the audience along with the elicitation 

of meaning. Therefore, the techniques and methods used by storytellers should 

ultimately succeed in achieving these two goals if the story were to be aesthetically 

good. In relation to brand storytelling, brand storytellers may value the elicitation of 

emotion from the audience along with the creation of meaning related to the brand in 

reference to the self. 

 

8.3.3. Summary of findings from interviews with brand storytellers 

The final group of interviews were conducted with brand storytellers. Experts were 

considered based on both their professional position, such as creative directors. 

Interviews with brand storytellers were conducted in an effort to discover what brand 

storytellers view as good brand storytelling as well as the techniques and methods 

that are used for good brand storytelling.  To understand the relevance of traditional 

literary theory for brand storytelling in South Africa an exploration was required to 

comprehend how brand storytellers view good brand storytelling. 

In general, brand storytellers, in similarity with storytelling experts, believe that good 

storytelling results in an emotional connection with the audience alongside the delivery 

of truth and meaning. Furthermore, brand storytellers can achieve these results by 

telling stories that are believable, true to the brand, that humanise the brand and that 

takes the consumer into consideration. 

Through the inductive analysis of expert interviews with brand storytellers, thirty-six 

categories emerged from the data. Participants generally suggested that good brand 

storytelling results an emotional connection with the audience and the delivery of truth 

and meaning. Brand storytellers can achieve these goals through several different 

methods and techniques, such as the use of tension and cultural specificity. 

Additionally, brand storytellers can use brand storytelling to humanise the brand by 

instilling it with personality. With the consideration of the consumer and the consumer’s 
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narrative, brand storytelling can be created to be integrated into the consumer’s 

narrative. Additionally, with the consideration of the story structure, brand storytellers 

can create brand stories that include conflict, conflict resolution, as well as the build-

up of tension. The findings generally show that brand storytellers should make an effort 

to tell stories that are believable and authentic with the consideration of cultural detail, 

archetypical stories and the brand narrative. Further, the finding show that brand 

storytellers should be strategic in how brand storytelling is executed, paying special 

attention to the medium in which the story is delivered.  

Following these interviews that were conducted, three exemplar case studies were 

selected and evaluated to determine how good brand storytellers utilise traditional 

literary theory in their storytelling effort. The following section summarises the findings 

of the exemplar case study analyses.  

 

8.3.4. Summary of findings from the exemplar brand storytelling case study 

analysis 

Exemplar brand storytelling cases were consulted to explore, practically, the use of 

aesthetic elements present in the literary theory discourse in brand storytelling. An 

exemplar brand storytelling case analysis allowed the researcher to directly explore 

the use of aesthetic elements of storytelling to brand stories that are considered to be 

exemplar through a deductive, within-case analysis. Following the within-case 

analysis, a survey-case comparison was conducted to compare the cases based on 

the individual aesthetic elements. As part of the exemplar methodology, three cases 

were selected that were critical acclaimed at the Loerie Awards: South African 

Breweries’ Vuka, Chicken Licken’s The legend of Big John and MTN South Africa’s 

The Laurie Kay story. The selection followed the outcome approach according to 

Bronk (2012). 

The findings of the within-case analysis of the exemplar brand storytelling cases 

revealed a degree of commonality in the use of the aesthetic elements in the brand 

stories. It was revealed that all cases manipulated the aesthetic elements to some 
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degree, whether they defy them in some way, like in the case of The legend of Big 

John or follow them closely, such as the case of Vuka. In general, the brand storytelling 

should consider these aesthetic events along with the intended reaction from the 

audience in the story creation process. 

 

8.4. INTERPRETATION OF THE FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS WITH 

PSYCHOLOGISTS  

The analysis of the interviews with psychologists followed the recommendations of 

Thomas’ (2003) and Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton’s inductive approach (2012). 

Following their recommendations, the interpretation of the findings involved a further 

abstraction of the categories uncovered in Chapter 6. This abstraction grouped the 

categories into six broader themes. The broad themes are discussed in this section 

with the incorporation of theoretical concepts detailed in the literature review. The first 

theme that is discussed in the section pertains to the use of storytelling by individuals 

to help construct a coherent sense of self through time.  

 

8.4.1. Storytelling helps construct a coherent sense of self through time 

Individuals can use storytelling to construct a coherent sense of self through time. 

Churchill and Churchill (1992) assert that individuals use stories to construct a 

coherent self to which they can understand their repertoire of selves in the context of 

a broader narrative. The understanding of how individuals use storytelling to construct 

as sense of self through time contributes to the understanding of how the individuals 

organise the self in narrative form. The understanding of how individuals use 

storytelling to construct a sense of self through time can also inform how brand 

storytelling can create meaning in the minds of consumers. 

Through the interpretation of the categories that emerged from the inductive analysis, 

five categories were grouped together in a broad theme listed in Table 8.1. This theme 

deals with the way that individuals use storytelling to help construct a coherent sense 
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of self through time. Generally, psychologists suggested that storytelling can help 

individuals construct a coherent sense of self.  

 

Table 8.1: Storytelling helps construct a coherent sense of self through time 

Category Category description 

Stories are told as 
accounts of personal 
history 

Individuals describe their lives as a sequence of personal events 
that make up who they are. This influences their understanding of 
who they think they are. 

Organisation of 
memories of the self 
and narratives 

Individuals can organise events and perceptions of the self into 
narratives that allow for self-reflection. 

Self-continuity Storytelling allows individuals to make sense of the world through 
a narrative that is temporal and has a degree of continuity over 
time. 

Storytelling invokes 
memories 

Storytelling can evoke certain memories that may have some 
emotion attached to them. 

Stories invoke affect Stories tend to bring about an emotional reaction whether it be a 
self-told story or heard from another. 

 

Storytelling allows individuals to create accounts of their personal history through time. 

In this process individuals can organise episodic memories into cohesive and temporal 

narratives in reference to their symbolic self (Ezzy, 1998:246), which gives the 

individual a sense of continuity through time. Furthermore, individuals use these 

organised narratives to draw out memories of the past to which certain emotion may 

be attached. 

Symbolic interactionism suggests that individuals can use storytelling to reflect on their 

self and engage in goal-driven behaviour (Sedikides & Skowronsi, 2000:92). Through 

the reflection on the self through storytelling, the individual can recall memories along 

with the emotion attached to those memories. This narrative sense-making process is 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



372 

 

often referred to as autobiographical memory (e.g., Fink et al., 1996; Conway & Rubin, 

1993). 

Psychologists suggested that storytelling can bring about an emotional reaction that 

is linked to those memories. Greenwald (1980:604) stress that information pertaining 

to the self, including emotion, is more accessible when placed in the temporal 

dimension or in linear narrative. By engaging in storytelling, therefore, the individual 

can make sense of the emotion attached to memories (Cunliffe & Coupland, 2011:64) 

and place such emotion in their narrative. In addition to creating a coherent sense of 

self through narrative, the individual can use storytelling to create a distinct sense of 

self.  

 

8.4.2. Storytelling helps individuals construct a distinct and cohesive sense of 

self 

Storytelling helps individuals construct a distinct and cohesive sense of self. 

Understood as individuation, McLean et al. (2010:167) suggest that storytelling allows 

the individual to create a sense of self which is whole and is distinguished from the 

other. By understanding how individuals use storytelling to create a distinct sense of 

self, the manner to which consumers create meaning in reference to the self (Denzin, 

2004:82) can be understood. Therefore, brand meaning is created by the in reference 

to the self as part of their effort to create a distinct sense of self. 

Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with psychologists, four categories 

were grouped into this broad theme. This theme deals with how individuals use 

storytelling to construct a distinct and cohesive sense of self. These categories are 

listed in Table 8.2. Psychologists stressed the importance of an individual’s effort to 

construct a distinct and coherent sense of self. Psychologists suggest that the 

construction of a distinct and coherent sense of self keeps their self whole in effort to 

avoid psychic fragmentation.  
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Table 8.2: Storytelling helps individuals construct a distinct and cohesive sense of self 

Category Category description 

Individuation The individual goes through a process of individuation whereby 
they create a central, symbolic self or idiom. 

Unity with the self Individuals seek to create a unified story and narrative to avoid 
psychic fragmentation. 

Stories can reconnect 
the individual with 
their self 

Storytelling can help individuals connect with the self on an 
individual level and a societal level. 

Multiple possible self-
narrative 

Individuals have dominant and passive storylines running 
concurrently. Individuals can access these alternative self-
storylines, or narratives, in an effort to adjust their dominant self-
storyline. 

 

The self in social psychology is considered to be malleable (Hogg & Vaughan, 

2014:127). It is therefore important for an individual to organise the many selves to 

achieve balance and coherence (Marks & MacDermid, 1996:421). Participants 

referred to this organisation as a unification of the self.  

Using storytelling, the individual can centralise their narrative around their self. By 

centralising the narrative around the self, the individual undergoes a process of 

individuation whereby they can differentiate the self from the other by owning their own 

dominant narrative. Through individuation, the individual can distinguish their coherent 

sense of self from the perception of the other (McLean et al., 2010:167; Fordham, 

1969:7). In other words, storytelling allows the individual to determine their own identity 

(McLean et al., 2010:166) in reference to the other.  

Additionally, the individual can experience multiple alternative narratives concurrently 

with the dominant narrative. By consistently constructing and co-constructing the 

dominant narrative the individual can thicken as well as strengthen the dominant 

narrative and connect with a unified self. Brand storytelling can also help the individual 

understand their self as well as emotion in relation to the self.  
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8.4.3. Storytelling helps the individual understand their self 

Storytelling can help the individual develop an understanding of their self. Winquist 

(1974:102) alluded to the importance of storytelling in its use for self-understanding. 

In a similar sense Cunliffe and Coupland (2011:64) suggest that the individuals can 

understand their emotion in reference to the self with the use of storytelling. The inquiry 

into the individual’s use of storytelling to understand the self contributes to understand 

of the relation between the consumer and the story because it considers how the 

individual uses storytelling to make sense of the self. The story can help the consumer 

understand their self. 

Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with psychologists, five categories 

were grouped into this broad theme. This theme deals with the way individuals use 

storytelling to help understand their self in reality. These categories are listed in Table 

8.3. Psychologists suggest that storytelling helps an individual understand and give 

meaning to their self. 

 

Table 8.3: Storytelling helps the individual understand their self 

Category Category description 

Stories to ascribe 
meaning to the self 

Individuals attach meaning to their self by attaching their self to 
specific events. By using a narrative format, individuals can 
create meaning without perfect information. 

Storytelling as a 
means of reflection on 
the self 

Storytelling can be used as a means to reflect on their self, using 
situational context. 

Narratives that make 
sense 

The narrative must make sense. We use narratives to navigate 
reality and therefore they need to be reliable, coherent and must 
have a trajectory. 

Belief system People hold belief systems closely tied to the self that help them 
keep a coherent narrative of the world. 

Narrative 
understanding 

Storytelling help individuals understand complex multivariate 
phenomenon by placing events into a simple, coherent, and 
manageable narrative. 
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It is understood in symbolic interactionism theory that the individual can create 

meaning through the interaction with symbolic communication (Ezzy, 1998; Maines, 

1977:241). Furthermore, the individual can make sense of social roles and 

expectations with the centralisation of the self in a narrative (Flick, Von Kardorff & 

Steinke, 2004). Through this process the individual can undergo self-reflection and 

engage in the creation of self-goals. 

Storytelling in relation to the self which make sense helps the individual understand 

their self. Stories provide context and meaning to events that are either positive to the 

self or threatening. By engaging in storytelling, the individual can reflect on their self 

in a situational context and develop a belief system which acts as a lens to observe 

the world. Individuals can also be selective about which self-narratives and self-

descriptions are incorporated in their self-understanding. The following section details 

how individuals repress negative self-narratives and self-descriptions to defend the 

self from threats. 

 

8.4.4. Storytelling can help defend the self from threats 

Storytelling can help the individual defend the self from threats and from psychic 

fragmentation. Wilson and Ross (2003:145) suggest that, through storytelling, 

individuals can suppress negative narratives and self-descriptions in favour of more 

positive narratives and self-descriptions. This effort is useful for the individual in their 

attempt to defend their self from anxiety (Sletvold, 2013:1022) or psychic 

fragmentation. Understanding how individuals use storytelling to defend the self from 

threats contributes to the understanding of the relationship between the consumer and 

the story. The understanding of the use of storytelling as a defence mechanism is 

useful in the consideration how the consumer can use the story and storytelling to 

defend their self. 

Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with psychologists, four categories 

were grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with how individuals used 

storytelling to defend the self from threats. These categories are listed in Table 8.4. 
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Psychologists suggest that storytelling can help defend the self from threats, more 

specifically the threat of psychic fragmentation.  

 

Table 8.4: Storytelling can help defend the self from threats 

Category Category description 

Stories and defence 
mechanisms used to 
defend the self 

Storytelling can be used by individual as a coping mechanism to 
hold their psyche in place and prevent it from fracturing. 

Stories can help 
manage internal 
conflict 

Stories can help the individual to navigate internal conflicts (such 
as when the individual is faced with information that defies their 
belief system). 

Multiple possible self-
narratives 

Individuals have dominant and passive storylines running 
concurrently. Individuals can access these alternative storylines 
in an effort to adjust their dominant storyline. 

Using metaphors Metaphors present in storytelling offer a vehicle to which people 
can identify with the stories of others. 

 

Through the narrative sense-making process, the individual can distance themselves 

from negative past selves (Wilson & Ross, 2003:145) by adjusting their narrative 

(Stanley et al., 2018). Participants suggested that individuals could draw on alternative 

narratives to adjust their dominant narrative if they perceived it to be threatened. In 

general, through storytelling, individuals can repress narratives that can be perceived 

threatening to cause psychic fragmentation. Participants refer to psychic 

fragmentation as the breaking or splitting of the individual’s coherent sense of self.  

Therefore, by engaging in storytelling, the individual can repress threatening narratives 

to protect their psychic from damage. In addition to this, the individual can use 

metaphors to replace difficult and threatening memories and emotions with others they 

can manage and navigate more comfortably.  
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Stanley et al. (2018:9) suggest that individuals may favour past selves that commit 

actions that the individual perceives as being socially moral. The interview participants 

seem to concur with this notion and further suggest that the individual can use 

storytelling to repress those perceived negative actions as a coping mechanism. In 

addition to the use of storytelling as a coping mechanism, the individual can engage 

in storytelling to help the self navigate the social environment. 

 

8.4.5. Stories help the self navigate the social environment 

The self exists in a social context (Hogg & Vaughan, 2014:116; Gergen, 1973); 

therefore, it is necessary for the self to navigate the social environment in which it exists. 

Understanding how storytelling helps the consumer navigate the social environment 

contributes to the understanding of how the self interacts with society and therefore how 

the consumer can use brand symbolism to navigate the social environment. 

Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with psychologists, eight categories 

were grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with how the individual can use 

storytelling to help the self navigate the social environment. These categories are listed 

in Table 8.5. Psychologists suggest that storytelling can help the individual navigate the 

social environment.  
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Table 8.5: Stories help the self navigate the social environment 

Category Category description 

The role of society Society plays a role in how an individual perceives and constructs 
their own narrative. 

Stories can express 
shared loss and 
sorrow 

Everyone experiences struggles and loss. Storytelling can help 
the individual empathise with others. 

Storytelling to 
communicate the self 

Storytelling has the ability to communicate aspects of the self to 
others to gain acceptance and understanding. 

Symbolic 
communication 

Storytelling allows people to communicate on a surface level as 
well as a deeper symbolic level. 

Teaching through 
storytelling 

Stories have the ability to teach individuals about life meaning 
and aspects of their self.  

Stories help us 
identify with others 

Stories told by the other can help us understand and identify with 
the other. 

Metanarratives There are certain themes and narratives that exist across 
cultures. 

Presenting problem or 
complaint 

Storytelling is a useful tool for individuals to express problems 
they are experiencing. 

 

Storytelling helps individuals navigate a complex social environment. Machluf, Liddle 

and Bjorklund (2014) emphasise that the reason humans have a long adolescent 

period is the high degree of social adaptation a human child requires to function in 

human society. By engaging in storytelling, the individual can make sense of their 

place in society as well as their understanding of social values and morals (Canavan, 

2011). 

Storytelling also allows the individual to communicate how they fulfil social roles as 

well as to coordinate what the role entails. As such, storytelling can give the individual 

a voice to express how they fulfil their own societal role as well as to communicate 

their personal experience in society (Miller et al., 2005:116). In addition to this, 
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storytelling allows the individual to symbolically share struggles and problems, which 

allows the individual to identify with the other.  

 

8.4.6. Storytelling helps the self create and navigate reality 

Storytelling is used by the individual in their effort to understand reality (Davis, 

2008a:5). Understanding how the individual uses storytelling to navigate reality gives 

some insight into the consumer’s process of creating meaning through narrative 

sense-making process of the consumer. As with reality, brands are complex and 

multifaceted. Consumers, therefore, can create a narrative around a brand in effort to 

understand the reality and to create meaning around the brand.  

Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with psychologists, five categories 

were grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with the use of stories by 

individuals to create and to navigate social reality. These categories are listed in Table 

8.6. Psychologists suggest that storytelling can help the individual understand and 

navigate reality. 

 

Table 8.6: Storytelling helps the self create and navigate reality 

Category Category description 

Storytelling begins in 
early life 

Narratives begin forming in early life, which frame how individuals 
develop narratives later in life and how they use storytelling as 
defence mechanisms. 

Congruence with 
reality 

Your narratives must be in line with reality. To achieve this, 
individuals must share their reality with others to make sure that it 
is closer to reality. 

Understanding reality Stories allow individuals to understand reality in a manner that 
avoids significant trauma. 

Interpreting truth Everyone has a different truth, and storytelling can be a vehicle to 
understand your own truth as well as the truth of others. 

Stories are based on 
true events 

Most stories are based, directly, or indirectly on true events. 
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Harvey (2005) suggests that reality does not come to individuals directly; rather, it is 

narrated. In reality there are far too many variables to fully understand and interpret 

reality as it is. It can therefore be considered that the creation of narratives allows for 

the experience of reality to be simplified to a point to which it is understandable. This 

is what Cunliffe and Coupland (2011:64) understand as “narrative sense-making”  

Individuals, therefore, can create narratives with incomplete information to develop an 

understanding of a highly complex reality. Churchill and Churchill (1992) considered 

this narrative process as the process to which individuals ascribe meaning to life 

episodes. Through the narrative sense-making process and the resultant meaning 

obtained from it, individuals can maintain stability in their understanding of reality 

(Pasupathi & Rich, 2005:1052). 

This process, although not linguistically, begins at the very first stages of life and 

develops as the individual ages. Additionally, the individual should try to develop a 

narrative that is congruent with reality because narratives that are too far from reality 

can wrap truths and promote damaging behaviours. Storytelling, at its fundamental 

level, is therefore based either directly or indirectly on true events. Individuals can use 

narratives outside self-narratives in their sense-making process.  

The following section discusses how individuals can transport themselves into other 

narratives.  

 

8.4.7. Narrative transportation 

A story that achieves narrative transportation can achieve empathy and can connect 

the individual to the characters of a story (Escalas, 2004a:38). Understanding how 

individuals transport themselves into the narratives of other stories besides self-stories 

helps to understand how individuals feel empathy with characters. 

Through the inductive analysis of interviews with psychologists, five categories were 

grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with the effect narrative transportation 
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has on individuals. These categories are listed in Table 8.7. Psychologists suggest 

that storytelling can help the individual understand and navigate reality. 

 

Table 8.7: Narrative transportation 

Category Category description 

Identification with 
fictional characters 

Individuals can identify with the characters in a story. 

Projecting the self into 
the story 

The individual can locate perceived parts of the self into the 
character’s story. 

Aspiring to be like a 
character in a story 

Individuals can locate traits shown by a character and wish to 
aspire to achieve those traits themselves. 

Characters in stories 
can reach limitations 
that we cannot reach 

Individuals can experience fantasies and obstacles through story 
characters which they cannot in real life. 

 

Spaulding (2011) believes that the job of the storyteller is to co-create the story with 

the audience as to entice their imagination. Everyday life can be dull and uneventful. 

On an average day there may not necessarily be significant obstacles to overcome, 

and if there are, there are certain limitations to the means to which they can be 

overcome.  

The individual can then immerse themselves into a story of the other, whether it be 

fictional or non-fictional, which allows them to experience the events of the story 

themselves by projecting themselves into the story. Escalas (2004a:37) refers to the 

projection of the self into the story as “narrative transportation”. Narrative 

transportation involves the total immersion of the individual’s self into the narrative of 

a story, so much so that they can experience the events as if they are occurring to 

them in reality. 

In projecting the self into the story, the individual can identify with the characters in the 

story, see a part of themselves in the characters and aspire to possess the virtues of 
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that character. In the observation of part of their self in the characters of a story the 

individual can experience a kind of cognitive empathy with the character through the 

perceived similarity with the self. This imagining and understanding the emotions and 

thoughts of the characters refer to what Shamay-Tsoory (2011) and Baron-Cohen 

(2000) understand as the “theory of mind”. In their theory, individuals are capable of 

perceiving what is felt emotionally, by the other.  

 

8.5. INTERPRETATION OF THE FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS WITH 

STORYTELLING EXPERTS  

The analysis of the interviews with storytelling experts followed the recommendations 

of Thomas (2003) and Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2012). The analysis of the findings 

involved a further abstraction of the categories uncovered in Chapter 6. This 

abstraction grouped the categories into six broader themes. The broad themes are 

discussed in this section with the incorporation of theoretical concepts detailed in the 

literature review.  

The first theme that is discussed in the section pertains to the importance of character 

decision-making and character growth as the plot progresses in storytelling.  

 

8.5.1. Character decision-making and growth 

Characters in stories should be the decision makers themselves and should exhibit 

growth. In the literary theory literature, Brunetiere (1914 [1894]:76) believed that the 

only true action in a story is that of the conscious desire of the characters themselves.  

Storytelling experts that were interviewed believed that characters should act as their 

own entities and thus be able to make decisions in a story. Furthermore, storytellers 

should carefully develop the background of the character to ensure that their decisions 

are true to who they are. Understanding character decision-making and character 

growth can help brand storytelling, as believable characters ultimately lead to greater 

empathy from the audience. 
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Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with storytelling experts, six categories 

were grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with how characters in stories 

must make decisions on their own accord and should subsequently grow from their 

decisions. These categories are listed in Table 8.8. Storytelling experts stressed the 

importance of building characters that make their own decision and show their own 

growth.  

 

Table 8.8: Character decision-making and growth 

Category Category description 

The use of character 
archetypes in 
storytelling 

Character archetypes can be used by storytellers to think about 
and construct believable characters.  

Character background Storytellers should carefully construct a character background 
that is sufficiently detailed to allow their personality to show in the 
story.  

Character breaking 
point 

Characters in a story need to experience a breaking point where 
they realise that they need to change.  

Characters as 
conscious entities 

Good storytelling involves the characters making decisions by 
their own fruition. 

Character growth Characters in a story need to experience some sort of growth, 
whether it be gradual or progressive, in their realm of probability. 

Characters as 
decision-makers 

The characters of a story must make decisions. It is through this 
decision-making that the character can reveal to the audience 
who they are.  

 

Brunetiere (1914 [1894]:76) believed that the only true action in a story occurs through 

the consciousness of the characters themselves. This sentiment was shared by the 

storytelling experts that were consulted. Storytelling experts stressed the importance 

of the characters making their decisions by their own fruition. Polti (1917 [1921]) 

considered these decisions to come about with the presence of a dramatic situation 
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which the characters must navigate. It is through their navigation of the dramatic 

situation that the character experiences growth and reveals their character traits.  

Storytelling experts stressed that, in order for a character to make their own decisions, 

a proper understanding of the background of the character must be collected. Some 

participants suggested utilising a three-dimensional view of the character, while others 

suggest the value of character archetypes. Furthermore, the character’s traits must be 

fully understood in order for the character to experience a breaking point that begins 

the direction of change (Freytag (1884 [1900]:133).  

The following section describes how the storyteller should progress the plot. 

 

8.5.2. Plot progression 

A long-standing fundamental aesthetic principle put forth by literary theorists is the 

notion of the linear progression of time. Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38) believed that the 

plot should progress in a linear direction exhibiting cause and effect relationships. 

Similarly, Freytag (1894 [1900]:27) asserted that the plot structure should have 

sufficient causal arrangement. The understanding of the aesthetics of plot progression 

may be relevant to brand storytellers, as the continuity of action as understood by 

Freytag and Aristotle is important to allow the audience of a story to be immersed in 

the events that unfold in the story. 

Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with Storytelling experts, six 

categories were grouped into this broad theme, titled the plot progression. These 

categories are listed in Table 8.9. Storytelling experts emphasised the importance of 

the progression of the plot forwards.  

 

 

 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



385 

 

Table 8.9: Plot progression 

Category Category description 

Tempo of the plot in a 
story 

It is important in storytelling to manage the tempo and the pace of 
the plot progression.  

The importance of plot Plot is central to storytelling. Without the plot there is no crisis, no 
tension and no story. 

Progression through 
the plot 

The plot must progress forward through the driving force of the 
action which is set up in the exposition. 

Plot structure The plot structure is important in storytelling practice. Most 
crucially, the exposition shown in the introduction must set up the 
action. 

The use of music in 
storytelling 

Music can act as a device that can either signal the progression 
of the plot or signify the entrance of a character. 

Desire The characters need sufficient desire to commit to action. Without 
desire there is not motivation for the characters to act.  

 

Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:38), as well as (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:27) believed that 

stories should progress in a linear direction as with the human perception of time. 

Aristotle maintained that that good storytelling exhibits a clear cause-and-effect 

arrangement of events. Storytellers that were interviewed shared this understanding 

of the progression of plot. More specifically, storytellers suggested that the plot must 

progress through a driving force, which can be understood as a character desire or 

motivation. 

Storytellers also made reference to music in storytelling. Music can be used to 

progress the plot and to change the direction of the action. Music can also dictate the 

pace of the plot progression. Participants stress the importance of adequately 

managing the pace and the tempo of the story. Parallels can be drawn with Aristotle’s 

unity of time (335 BCE [1974]:38). Aristotle believed that the events that occur in a 

story should occur at the same pace and for the same duration as they would in reality 

or in nature. Good storytelling, therefore, shows a causal progression through time 
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which is adequately paced. Further, this plot progression should progress the action 

as a result of conflict (Freytag, 1894 [1900]:79). 

 

8.5.3. Conflict 

Conflict was stressed by participants as an important element in storytelling. In the 

literary theory literature, Brunetiere (1894 [1914]:76) and Shaw (1909: xviii) believed 

that the action of a story should be resultant from the conflict present. In the character’s 

reaction to conflict their true nature shows (Aristotle, 335 BCE [1974]:36). Further, 

Freytag (1894 [1900]:12) believed that it is this conflict that progresses the plot 

forwards in a believable and probable manner. Conflict may be relevant for brand 

storytelling, because the character’s reaction to the conflict and subsequent action can 

deliver meaning to the audience that can be believed by them. 

Through the inductive analysis of storytelling experts’ interviews, six categories were 

grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with the notion of conflict in 

storytelling. These categories are listed in Table 8.10. Storytelling experts stressed the 

importance of conflict in a story.  
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Table 8.10: Conflict 

Category Category description 

Conflict Conflict is central to every story, so central that a story would not 
be a story if there was no conflict.  

The different types of 
conflict 

There are two broad forms of conflict: internal conflict, that occurs 
through the battle of the character with themselves, and external 
conflict, where the character battles a foe outside of themselves.  

Conflict resultant from 
situation 

Conflict arises in a story as a result of a particular situation the 
characters find themselves in.  

Turning point Every story has a turning point that is referred to as the moment 
of “success” or “failure”. 

Action importance Only the action that is crucial to the story should be included in 
the story.  

The magnitude of the 
action 

The magnitude of the action in a story should be proportionate to 
the size of the crisis.  

 

Participants made special reference to conflict in brand storytelling. They believe that 

conflict is not only crucial in storytelling; rather much more: it is necessary for the story 

to exist. Furthermore, such conflict should be resultant from a dramatic situation. The 

idea of conflict originating from the situation is echoed by Polti (1917 [1921]) as well as 

Shaw (1909: xviii).  

In order for the action to be believable it must be proportionate to the size of the crisis 

that the characters face. Therefore, the conflict, whether it be an internal conflict (a fight 

in the character) or an external conflict (a fight between two or more characters), should 

be proportionate to the magnitude of the situation the characters find themselves in. 

This understanding is in line with Aristotle’s notion of the magnitude of the action (335 

BCE [1974]:36). Aristotle also believed that events in a story should occur that are 

probable in the relation to the characters in a story (Heath, 1991). Participants further 

suggested that the action resultant from conflict should untimely lead to a turning point, 

similar to Freytag’s juxtaposition at the climax (1894 [1900]:128). 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



388 

 

Aristotle also believed that that all action in a story should ultimately lead to a single 

principal action (Robostellus, 1548 [1974]126, 127). This was echoed by participants 

who suggested that only the action that is crucial for the story should be included. 

Through a plot progression the action is resultant from conflict which can bring out truth 

in the characters and allow for the empathy with the characters from the audience. 

 

8.5.4. Emotional connection with the audience 

Stories must generate emotional reactions from the audience. Aristotle believed that the 

purpose of the tragedy was the elicitation of fear and compassion (Burke, 1959:337). 

With the experience of fear and compassion, the audience can purge themselves of 

such emotions (Gilbert, 1926:301). This purgation was understood as Aristotle’s 

catharsis (Burke, 1959:354). Following Gilbert and Burke’s understanding of the 

emotional aspect of catharsis, it can be said that brand storytelling that results in 

cathartic experiences can result in emotional responses. The experience of catharsis 

from the audience may therefore have relevance for brand storytelling based on Keller’s 

(2001) consideration of the emotional response from consumers in the effort of 

achieving brand resonance. 

Through the inductive analysis of storytelling experts’ interviews, four categories were 

grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with the necessary emotional 

connection made with the audience. These categories are listed in Table 8.11. 

Storytelling experts maintained that it is the aim of the storyteller to create an emotional 

connection between the characters of a story and the audience.  
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Table 8.11: The emotional connection with the audience 

Category Category description 

Empathy with the 
character’s struggles  

Good stories result in the audience empathising with the 
struggles of the characters.  

Human connection Good storytelling involves the creation of human connection with 
the audience.  

Catharsis Catharsis, according to participants, refers to meaning 
established in the minds of the audience. 

Transportation into 
the narrative 

Good storytelling results in the audience placing themselves in 
the shoes of the characters. 

 

Participants considered good storytelling that achieves an emotional connection 

between the audience and the characters of story. This emotional connection can be 

understood in terms of catharsis. Aristotle is credited with the use of the term catharsis 

(Gilbert, 1926:303) where he refers to the purgation of emotion, specifically fear and 

compassion. The storytelling experts that were interviewed made reference to catharsis 

and believed that emotional meaning comes as the result of the empathy with the 

struggles of the characters in a story.  

The empathy with the characters in the story results from the transportation of the 

audience into the narrative of the story (Escalas, 2007). It is through this process of 

narrative transportation that the audience can empathise with the struggles of the 

characters and experience emotional catharsis. Paskow (1983:60) however, considered 

the relevance of the learning of truth in the restoration of psychological forces in the 

mind of the audience. Storytellers have referred to this restoration or recognition as a 

“technical catharsis”. 

 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



390 

 

8.5.5. Technical catharsis 

Keesey (1978:198) suggested that the cathartic experience is achieved through the 

recognition of truth. Further, Gilbert (1926:305) considered the recognition of the soul of 

the audience towards its innocence or its purity. In simpler terms, the emotional 

experience does not in and of itself constitute a cathartic experience. The audience must 

reconcile these emotions experienced with the events of the story in order to recognise 

a truth (Belfiore, 1985:360). This technical form of catharsis has relevance for brand 

storytelling, as it may explain how consumers interpret and internalise a truth presented 

in brand storytelling.  

Through the inductive analysis of storytelling experts’ interviews, four categories were 

grouped into this broad theme. This broad theme considered the learning aspect of 

catharsis, referred to by the participants as a “technical catharsis”. These categories are 

listed in Table 8.12. Storytelling experts argued that good storytelling results in the 

presentation of truth and the elicitation of meaning. 

 

Table 8.12: Technical catharsis 

Category Category description 

Relatable themes 
present in storytelling 

By adhering to a central theme that is relatable the story can 
capture tension and allow the audience to get caught up in the 
story. 

The universal 
message in 
storytelling 

There are universal themes and stories that occur and reoccur in 
different forms through different mediums. 

Deeper meaning and 
truth 

Good storytelling is imbedded with truth and meaning that keep 
the attention of the audience.  

Expectation and 
predictions 

Good storytelling entices the audience to make predictions and to 
create expectations on what they expect to happen. 

The use of symbolism Storytellers should carefully consider their use of symbolism in 
terms of what story elements the symbolism communicates.  
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Storytelling experts suggested that good storytelling delivers truth and results in the 

creation of meaning from the audience. Paslow (1983) and Keesey (1978) agreed that 

the cathartic experience of a story results not only with the elicitation of certain 

emotions, such as fear and compassion, but also the recognition of the emotion in 

reference to the story and the recognition of a truth brought about by the story.  

The truth can be brought about through several approaches. Storytellers suggest the 

use of symbolism to communicate a metaphorical truth that may not necessarily be 

asserted explicitly. Alternatively, brand storytellers can elicit expectation and 

predictions made by the audience. In this effort the audience is made to question the 

events of a story and to reconcile the answers presented. 

The storyteller can also use universal themes and messages to deliver truth and to 

elicit meaning from the audience. Dorji (2010:59) echoes this understanding with the 

consideration of “life lessons” that communicate societal values and truths. 

Importantly, this cathartic experience can only be achieved if the story itself is believed 

by the audience.  

 

8.5.6. Believability 

Believability was referred to by storytelling experts with frequency. Further, in the 

literary theory discourse the ability of the storyteller to successfully deceive the 

audience was discussed often. Horace (20 BCE [1880]:18) believed that the 

enjoyment of a play rests in its ability to successfully deceive the audience. By 

“deception”, Horace referred to an accurate imitation of nature, so accurate to deceive 

the audience into thinking they are actually witnessing what it natural. Of course, the 

audience can never be fully deceived because they are aware that they are 

experiencing a story and that the events are not literally unfolding in front of their eyes 

(Coleridge, 1818 [1974]:588). The storyteller must then, therefore, construct the story 

in a manner that achieves such a believable lie that the audience can be deceived 

enough to elicit a cathartic experience (As McKeon, 1936:6). Therefore, if brand 
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storytelling aims to elicit an emotional reaction from the audience or the creation of 

meaning, brand storytelling should exhibit a degree of believability. 

Through the inductive analysis of storytelling experts’ interviews, four categories were 

grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with the believability of the story. 

These categories are listed in Table 8.13. Storytelling experts argued that good 

storytelling lies in the believability of the story. 

 

Table 8.13: Believability 

Category Category description 

Writing from your own 
experience 

Good storytelling comes from the heart of the storytellers. The 
storytellers can channel their own pain and sorrow to inspire the 
audience of a story. 

Nuance Good storytelling comes from a nuanced perspective, that is 
giving all parties “good points”. 

Believability The storyteller must present in a story what is realistic and 
believable. 

Dialogue and tone The way in which characters in a story present dialogue 
contributes to the story in a significant way. 

 

Storytelling experts stressed the importance of telling stories that are believable. 

Aristotle, as well many other literary theorists suggest that believable stories are the 

result of the adherence to unities, specifically the unity of action, the unity of time and 

the unity of place, along with adherence to the principle of the probable.  

Van Laer et al. (2014:802) emphasise the importance of believability in the effort to 

achieve narrative transportation by the audience. More specifically, the authors assert 

that narrative transportation can only occur if the events in the story are so believable 

that they can be perceived to occur in reality. 
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Storytelling experts suggest that believable stories are those that come from the soul 

of the storyteller. This sentiment was shared by Freytag (1894 [1900]). Good 

storytelling comes from the heart where the storyteller can channel their inner sorrow 

and sadness into a believable story. In addition to this, storytellers suggest that 

believable stories are sufficiently nuanced; meaning that they are not overtly one 

sided. Storytellers suggest that storytellers can achieve nuance by give both sides, 

that is, the protagonist and the antagonist, good motivations for their desires and 

actions. The storyteller can also present the character’s tone in dialogue to present 

realistic and believable dialogue. 

 

8.6. INTERPRETATION OF THE FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS WITH 

EXPERT BRAND STORYTELLERS  

The analysis of the interviews with brand storytellers followed the recommendations 

of Thomas (2003) and Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2012). The analysis of the findings 

involved a further abstraction of the categories uncovered in Chapter 7. This 

abstraction grouped the categories into seven broader themes. The broad themes are 

discussed in this section, with the incorporation of theoretical concepts detailed in the 

literature review.  

The first theme that is discussed in the section pertains to the consideration of the 

consumer in the brand storyteller’s creative process.  

 

8.6.1. The consideration of the consumer 

It is important for brand storytellers to consider the consumer in the brand storytelling 

effort. Taking a symbolic interactionist perspective, meaning is created by the 

consumer in reference to their self (Escalas & Bettman, 2005:378). Therefore, a 

symbolic interrelationship exists between the consumer’s self-image and the 

perceived brand image (Sirgy, 1982:294). Furthermore, self-image and brand image 

congruence, also known as self-congruity, allows for brand meaning to be created by 
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the consumer in reference to their semanticised self. Therefore, in the brand 

storytelling effort, the consumer’s self-perception, as well as their own self-narrative 

should be considered. 

Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with brand storytellers, six categories 

were grouped into this broad theme. This theme considered the consumer’s 

semanticised self. These categories are listed in Table 8.14. Brand storytellers 

stressed the importance of the consideration of the consumer in brand storytelling 

efforts. 

 

Table 8.14: The consideration of the consumer 

Category Category description 

Brand storytellers 
should understand 
their audience 

Brand storytellers must understand the audience at whom the 
story is directed. This involves knowing to whom the story is 
directed, as well as the beliefs and values of the target market. 

Brand storytelling 
needs to reach the 
audience 

Brand storytelling can only be effective if it reaches its intended 
audience. Brand storytellers must therefore be cognisant of the 
medium and channels through which the story is told. 

Brand storytelling 
must capture the 
brand’s and 
consumer’s 
imagination 

Although brand storytelling should be research-driven, brand 
storytellers stress that good brand storytelling ultimately 
originates form the imagination of the brand storyteller. 

Brand storytelling 
must capture the 
consumer’s attention 

Good brand storytelling succeeds in capturing the attention of its 
intended audience. 

The consideration of 
the consumer’s 
narratives 

Brand storytellers should take the consumers’ own narrative into 
consideration during the development of brand stories.  

Memory recall Consumers recall things that resonate with them. Brands can 
therefore help create memory for consumers with storytelling that 
resonates with them.  
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Brand storytellers believe that effective brand storytelling succeeds in the capture of 

the consumer’s attention and imagination. Brands can capture the attention and 

imagination of the consumer by understanding the consumer in detail. With the 

understanding of the consumer, brand storytelling can be formatted to symbolically 

represent the consumer’s narrative, therefore their perception of their self. Because 

consumers create meaning through consistently re-creating the self in narrative (Bahl 

& Milne, 2009:177) the consumer can realise congruence between their self and the 

brand story through the transportation into the narrative of the story.  

Consumers organise their memory of the past in narrative format (Escalas, 

2004b:168); therefore, effective brand storytelling results in the recall of memories that 

help the consumer resonate with the brand. Furthermore, with the immersion into the 

story through the transportation effect, the consumer can interact with the brand on a 

symbolic level (Appel & Richter, 2010) and achieve self-congruity with the brand 

image. The outcome of self-congruity with the brand is the creation of brand meaning 

by the consumer. 

 

8.6.2. Brand storytelling should deliver truth and meaning 

For Keller (2001:9) the creation of brand meaning in the minds of consumers is 

important in the path to brand resonance. Woodside et al. (2008) suggest that meaning 

is created by consumers in narrative form whereby new information is augmented into 

existing mental structures. Therefore, in the consumer’s sense-making process 

narratives can be used to reflect and interpret reality and create meaning (Brown, 

Stacy & Nandhakumar, 2008:1038). Further, Paskow (1983:60), Keesey (1978:198) 

and Gilbert (1926:303) suggested that catharsis can elicit meaning through the 

recognition of truth. Brand storytelling can therefore help develop brand meaning for 

consumers as the result of cathartic experiences. 

Through the inductive analysis the interviews with brand storytellers, four categories 

were grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with the importance of the 

inherent truth present in a brand story, as well as the resultant meaning created by its 
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audience. These categories are listed in Table 8.15. brand storytellers suggest that 

brand storytelling should deliver truth and elicit meaning from the audience.  

 

Table 8.15: Brand storytelling should deliver truth and meaning 

Category Category description 

Storytelling can deliver 
life lessons 

Brand storytelling can promote mottos and lessons in life that 
can be delivered to the consumer.  

Storytelling should 
present a human truth 

Brand storytelling should express a human truth, more 
specifically, a deeper meaning or an intrinsic truth. 

Brand storytelling 
present the beliefs and 
values of the brand and 
the consumer 

Brand storytelling should embody the beliefs and values of both 
the consumer and the brand. Brand storytelling can also be 
considered as a vehicle to communicate the brand’s beliefs and 
values to the consumer.  

Brand storytelling 
should show the 
authentic brand 
philosophy 

Brand should engage in storytelling that holds true to and 
communicates the brand’s philosophy. This philosophy needs to 
be authentic, real and honest. 

 

Brown, Stacy & Nandhakumar (2008:1038) suggest that through the narrative sense-

making process, the individual can create meaning in their life. Because brand imagery 

can be incorporated into the consumer’s own self-narrative (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 

2010), brand imagery presented in brand stories can be incorporated in the individual’s 

own self-narrative. Echoing this idea, brand storytellers have suggested that the brand 

storytelling should present the beliefs and the values of both the brand and the 

consumer.  

The beliefs and values of the brand should exist in a brand philosophy that is authentic, 

real, and honest. It may, however, be more accurate to assert that the brand 

philosophy should be perceived as being authentic, real, and honest rather than to 

actually be authentic, real and honest in reality. It would be preferable for a brand to 

not be authentic, real, and honest and be perceived that way or the brand can be 
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authentic, real and honest and also be perceived that way rather than to be authentic, 

real and honest, while the consumer does not perceive the brand to be that way. In 

other words, because brand meaning is formed in the mind of the consumer (Keller 

2001:5), the perception of authenticity, realness and honestly is the element that 

matters.  

Brand storytellers can present truths and elicit meaning through brand storytelling 

(Woodside, 2010:535; McKee, 2003). Brand storytelling can also present life lessons 

or life mottos that can display a brand philosophy that can influence the consumer’s 

perception of the brand. This perception of the brand can then influence the meaning 

the consumer manufactures around the brand in existing brand schema (Delgado-

Ballester, Navarro & Sicilia, 2010). This meaning, according to Keller (2001:10, 11), is 

created in terms of perceptions of brand performance and brand image. As consumers 

create meaning in reference to their self (Escalas & Bettman, 2005:378), brand 

meaning created by the consumer can result in an emotional connection between the 

brand and the consumer.  

 

8.6.3. Brand storytelling should connect with the consumer 

Keller (2001:5) considers active, intense brand loyalty in terms of brand resonance in 

the minds of consumers. Furthermore, the relationship between the brand and 

consumers was understood by Keller (2001:15) on two dimensions: intensity and 

loyalty. Keller (2009) understands intensity in terms of the psychological bond that the 

consumer has with the brand. Brand storytellers also suggest that brand storytelling 

should attempt to create a human connection between the brand and the consumer. 

Further, brand storytelling can elicit the emotion required to foster that human 

connection.  

Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with brand storytellers, six categories 

were grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with the emotional connection 

brand storytelling should create with the consumer. These categories are listed in 
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Table 8.16. Brand storytellers suggest that successful brand storytellers and 

successful brand storytelling succeed in creating a connection with the consumer.  

 

Table 8.16: Brand storytelling should connect with the consumer 

Category Category description 

Brands need to create 
a human connection 
with consumers 

Brand storytelling should succeed in creating a human 
connection between the brand and the consumer. 

Storytelling aid in 
creating salient brand 
connections 

Storytelling can help the brand make complex and nuanced 
brand information more salient.  

Brand storytelling 
should use the 
language that the 
consumer 
understands 

Brand storytelling should be communicated in a language that is 
understood by the target audience. This refers to the type of 
language, e.g., English or isiXhosa, as well as the nature of the 
language, that is simple or complex.  

Brands should tell 
relatable stories 

Brand storytellers should tell stories to which the audience can 
relate and in which the audience can see themselves. 

The emotional side of 
brand storytelling 

Storytelling has the ability to elicit emotion from the audience 
which can result in an emotional connection the audience may 
have with the brand. 

Brand storytelling 
should help make the 
brand compelling to 
the consumer 

The goal of advertisers is to make the brand compelling to the 
consumer. Brand storytelling can be used as a method to create 
compelling brands.  

 

In an effort to create a human connection the brand must make the brand “compelling” 

for the consumer. Listing the functional benefits of products is therefore not sufficient 

to create the human connection that is necessary to foster an intense relationship; the 

brand must offer some symbolic value to the consumer (Aaker, 1999).  

A brand can offer a consumer symbolic value by creating imagery in the minds of 

consumers that has some congruence with their own self-image (Tsai, 2005). Keller 
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(2001:9) asserts in his customer-based brand equity model that the brand must first 

develop salience in the minds of consumers before favourable brand imagery can be 

created. This was echoed by the participants in this study.  

Participants also suggest that, in order to achieve salient brand image impressions, 

the storyteller should use language that is understood by the audience of the brand 

storytelling effort. With the use of Peirce’s semiotic triangle, brand storytelling efforts 

must consider the interpretants of the story, as their interpretation of the symbolism 

present in the storytelling effort affects the perception of the symbolism; therefore, it 

affects the perception of the imagery. Participants suggested that brand storytelling 

can be interpreted in the desirable way if the brand storyteller uses relatable themes. 

Using Peirce’s typology of signs, a symbol can exhibit indexical and iconic qualities 

(Liszka, 1996:39, 41). Brand storytelling can therefore act indexically by representing 

brand qualities using symbolism related to that quality or symbolism that directly 

represented that quality. To use the story of Vuka as an example, the story represents 

the ails of alcoholism with both examples of Tebogo being drunk and examples of 

Tebogo acting out while not clearly being drunk. In the Vuka example, the ails of 

alcoholism are presented as the result of conflict, unpacked in the progression of the 

plot. Therefore, a need may exist for brand storytelling to follow a plot progression and 

a plot structure.  

 

8.6.4. Story structure 

As with storytelling in general, brand stories must have a plot structure. Quesenberry 

and Coolsen (2014) as well as Stern (1994) considered Freytag’s five-act plot structure 

for brand storytelling efforts in advertising. More specifically, the Aristotelian principles 

of linear and causal plot progression show in Freytag’s plot structure may have some 

relevance for brand storytelling in South Africa. 

Through the inductive analysis of brand storytellers’ interviews, four categories were 

grouped into this broad theme. This theme deals with the structure to which brand 

storytellers build brand stories. These categories are listed in Table 8.17. Brand 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



400 

 

storytellers suggest that good brand storytelling follows a plot structure that involves 

conflict and conflict resolution.  

 

Table 8.17: Story structure 

Category Category description 

Brand storytelling 
should include a 
build-up of tension 

Tension and the build-up of tension are important in brand 
storytelling to bring to audience to excitement about what is coming 
up. 

Plot Structure Brand storytelling needs to show a beginning, middle and an ending. 
Therefore, brand storytelling should follow a linear structure. 

Conflict Brands need to stand for something. The inclusion of conflict in 
brand storytelling allows that brand to express what they stand for.  

Conflict resolution Conflict resolution in brand storytelling allows the brand to offer 
solutions to problems. The brand can then position itself at the 
centre of this conflict resolution. 

 

Brand storytellers believe that good storytelling involves an adherence to a plot 

structure and the inclusion of conflict. Much like Freytag’s five act structure (1894 

[1900]:115) brand storytellers believe that a story must have a beginning, middle, and 

ending. The beginning can be understood in line with Freytag’s introduction (1894 

[1900]:116) whereby the exposition sets up the story. The middle of a brand story can 

be understood in terms of Freytag’s climax (1894 [1900]:127) where the action 

reaches its highest emotional intensity. Then the ending can refer to Freytag’s 

catastrophe (1894 [1900]:137), more commonly referred to as the dénouement (e.g., 

Quesenberry & Coolsen, 2014:439; Jago, 2004).  

Brand storytellers also referred to conflict in brand storytelling. Conflict was understood 

by brand storytellers as “standing up to something” or “controversy”. Nevertheless, 

conflict was considered as important for brand storytelling by brand storytellers. By 

progressing the plot with conflict, the story can progress in a believable, probable, and 

meaningful way (Brunetiere, 1894 [1914]:76; Freytag, 1894 [1900]:12). Furthermore, 
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the conflict allows for the causal progression of the plot as understood by Aristotle 

(335 BCE [1974]:38). Therefore, to achieve meaningful linear progression through the 

plot, as referenced by brand storytellers, the conflict must be present and introduced 

in the exposition, as suggested by Freytag (1894 [1900]:116). 

Brand storytellers referred to the build-up of tension and conflict resolution. These two 

concepts can be understood in terms of Freytag’s five-act structure (1894 [1900]:115). 

The build-up of tension can be understood in reference to Freytag’s the rising 

movement (1894 [1900]:124). In the rising movement the action resultant from the 

conflict increases in intensity, reserving the moment of highest intensity for the climax. 

The tension build-up in the rising movement can entice and elevate the audience’s 

excitement and attention for “what’s coming up”. On the other hand, the conflict 

resolution can be understood in reference to Freytag’s downward movement (1884 

[1900]:133). In the downward movement Freytag (1884 [1900]:133) refers to the 

opposite movement of the rising movement where the conflict resolution moves the 

audience away from the climax to the dénouement.  

Brand storytellers can use Freytag’s five-act structure (1894 [1900]:115) to tell stories 

that have a clear beginning, middle and end. Brand storytellers can also use the rising 

movement and the downward movement to build up tension and provide a conflict 

resolution.  

Brand storytellers may, however, face some limitations in their effort to follow a plot 

structure. For example, due to the medium, such as online channels, the brand 

storyteller may only be able to tell a story in a few seconds, therefore not allowing for 

the adequate linear progression of a plot or plot structure. Therefore, brand storytellers 

may need to think strategically about how they deliver the story based on the medium. 

 

8.6.5. The strategic use of brand storytelling 

Brand storytellers suggest that brands storytelling should be executed in a strategic 

way to achieve the communication objectives of the brand. Woodside et al. (2008) 

suggest that individuals use storytelling and narrative to organise their experience of 
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reality and of social interaction. Furthermore, Brown, Stacy, and Nandhakumar 

(2008:1038) consider narrative sense-making as the process to which individuals can 

interpret, reflect, and create meaning of their experience. Therefore, effective brand 

storytelling can help the consumer create brand meaning. Keller (2001:10, 11) refers 

to brand meaning as the composite of perceived brand performance and perceived 

brand image. Because individuals use storytelling to form meaning, effective brand 

storytelling results in brand meaning created by the consumer through the creation of 

a favourable brand image.  

Through the inductive analysis of brand storyteller’s interviews, five categories were 

grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with the strategic use of brand 

storytelling in the effort to achieve marketing communication objectives. These 

categories are listed in Table 8.18. Brand storytellers suggest that brand storytellers 

should use brand storytelling strategically to achieve marketing or communication 

goals.  

 

Table 8.18: The strategic use of brand storytelling 

Category Category description 

Brand storytelling 
should deliver a 
punchline  

Good brand storytelling should deliver a punchline that illustrates 
the message that the brand wishes to portray.  

Story execution The manner in which a story is delivered to the target market is 
important for brand storytellers. Each medium carries the 
message in a different way.  

Brand storytelling 
should surprise the 
audience 

Good brand storytelling includes “spectacular surprises” that 
entice the audience and grabs their attention. 

The practical side of 
brand storytelling  

Brand storytelling is not always needed or the right approach for 
brands. Brand storytellers must understand their communication 
goals as well as the medium used before engaging in storytelling. 

Experience of the 
audience 

The audience of a brand story should have a pleasurable 
experience during their viewing of a brand story.  
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Brand storytellers suggest that this meaning can be created through a number of 

different methods, namely by delivering a punchline or surprising the audience. The 

brand storyteller can deliver “spectacular surprises” to capture the audience’s attention 

or they can deliver a punchline to drive a message home. Keesey (1978:198) suggests 

that it is through the cathartic experience of a story that the audience recognises a truth. 

Additionally, Paskow (1983:60, 64) considered the goal of catharsis as the recognition 

of psychological forces in the mind of the audience, referring to the recognition of 

emotional reactions and of truth learning. Therefore, the creation of catharsis in brand 

storytelling has strategic value in the creation of meaning in the mind of the consumer. 

On the other hand, however, brand storytellers have stressed that brand storytelling is 

not always the right approach for brands to communicate with consumers. Further, 

brand storytelling is only effective through the right mediums and to achieve the right 

objective. From the combination of the understanding of the cathartic effect of 

storytelling along with its effectiveness in creating brand imagery and meaning, brand 

storytelling should be executed to achieve objectives specific to the creation of meaning 

or truth. Therefore, brand storytelling may not necessarily be as effective in 

communicating the functional benefits of products or brands.  

 

8.6.6. Authentic and believable brand stories 

Brand storytellers must present authentic and believable brand stories to successfully 

deceive the audience. Horace (20 BCE [1974]:18) believed that the poet should 

succeed in the deception of the audience. Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:31) understood that 

the purpose of the tragedy was the imitation of nature. Further, in the successful 

imitation of nature, the storyteller can elicit cathartic experiences from the audience 

(Paskow, 1983:60). Therefore, brand stories that seek to achieve catharsis should try 

to construct stories that are believable.  

Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with brand storyteller, six categories 

were grouped into this broad theme. These categories are listed in Table 8.19. Brand 
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storytellers suggest that good brand storytelling involves the telling of brand stories that 

are authentic and believable.  

 

Table 8.19: Authentic and believable brand stories 

Category Category description 

Cultural Relevance  Brand storytelling should be culturally relevant. That is, brand 
storytellers should be special attention to cultural nuances and 
details. 

Consistency  By keeping consistency, the brand can maintain a particular 
identity and ethos that that they consumer will begin to know and 
believe. 

The use of 
archetypical stories  

Brand storytellers can make use of archetypical stories that 
consumers know and are relevant. 

Brands should tell 
believable stories 

By incorporating sufficient detail brands can tell stories that are 
real and believable.  

The brand’s narrative Brand storytellers should adhere to the overarching narrative of the 
brand. This means that the brand storyteller should take into 
consideration where the brand comes from and where the brand is 
heading. 

The incorporation of 
music 

When brand stories include music, they are perceived as more 
real.  

 

Brand storytellers believe that brand storytelling should be believable and authentic to 

their existing brand narrative. By using Aristotle’s notions of the imitation of nature and 

what is possible (335 BCE [1974]:31), this notion of believability and authenticity can 

be better understood. Fundamentally, if the audience does not believe the events that 

they are witnessing they can dismiss them as superficial (Boccaccio, 1365 

[1974]:106). McKeon (1936:6) suggests that fiction itself is not entirely false, there 

exists some truth in fiction.  

Brand storytellers can succeed in telling believable and authentic stories in a number 

of ways. First, brand storytellers hold true to their brand narrative. In the consideration 
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of where the brand came from and where it is going, the brand tells stories that reflect 

who they are. In a similar sense, brand storytellers have suggested that keeping 

consistency amongst brand stories is important for good brand storytelling. In essence, 

if a brand is consistent in the truth presented to the audience, then it can be more 

believable. 

Secondly, brand storytellers can pay attention to cultural themes and details. By 

remaining close to the cultural themes and details the brand can present brand 

storytelling the audience can believe to be true, because, as McKeon (1936:6) 

suggests, the falsehood must include elements of truth. Brand storytellers have 

suggested that the brand can achieve culturally relevant truths with the use of 

archetypical stories. By presenting stories that the audience can relate to, it may be 

more likely that the storyteller can successfully capture the deception of the audience.  

The brand storyteller should also present the character of the brand in storytelling to 

allow the consumer to relate to a persona instead of an abstract brand symbol. 

 

8.6.7. The brand as a person 

Brand storytellers discussed the need for a brand to embody human characteristics. 

In the self-congruity theory, consumers can align their self-image with the brand’s 

personality (Klipfel et al., 2014:130; Sirgy, 1985:195; Sirgy, 1982:289). Further, 

symbolic interactionism suggests that the consumer creates a symbolic self (Haslam 

et al., 2011; Sedikides & Skowronsi, 2000:92) that is integrated with the brand’s image 

(Tsiotsou, 2010:8). Some symbolic value therefore exists in consumer’s use of brand 

(Tsai, 2005:279; Aaker, 1999).  

Through the inductive analysis of brand storyteller’s interviews, three categories were 

grouped into this broad theme. This theme dealt with the use of brand storytelling to 

present the brand as a person with a personality and character. These categories are 

listed in Table 8.20. Brand storytellers suggest that brand should try to humanise 

themselves to foster the emotional connection with consumers. 
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Table 8.20: The brand as a person 

Category Category description 

Brand personality Brands should process a personality. This personality can be 
communicated through the revealing of character through 
character decision-making in a story.  

Humanising the 
brand 

Brands that are personified become more approachable to 
consumers. Presenting a brand story can aid in the effort to 
personify or humanise the brand. 

Human nature Humans are inherently good and wish to stand out. Brand 
storytelling can embody that imbedded motivation in humans. 

 

Brand storytellers can communicate to human nature by presenting the human 

characteristics of a brand through storytelling (Kim, Lloyd & Cervellon, 2015). Through 

the character’s interaction with conflict, their characteristics can be shown to the 

audience (Brunetiere, 1914 [1894]:76). Therefore, good storytelling that presents the 

personality of the characters can help give personality to a brand in the effort to 

humanise the brand.  

 

8.7. INTERPRETATION OF THE SOUTH AFRICAN STORYTELLING CONTEXT 

Storytelling has a distinct role for community and society. Dorji (2010:28) suggests 

that the role of storytelling in society is the facilitation of knowledge, the building of the 

community, and the engagement in spirituality. Further, society depends on 

storytelling (Coonfield, 2009; Dennis, 2007). Storytelling can allow for the collective 

understanding of identity and experience (McGeough, 2012). Storytelling is therefore 

a cultural and societal practice. Therefore, to understand brand storytelling in the 

South African context, the cultural context of South African storytelling should be 

considered. 

Through the inductive analysis of the interviews with storytelling experts, two 

categories were grouped into this broad theme. This theme directly addressed the 
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storytelling tradition and techniques that are specific to South Africa. These categories 

are listed in Table 8.14. Storytelling experts suggested that, although South African 

storytelling inhibits similar technique and aesthetics, the manner in which the story is 

shared differs.  

 

Table 8.21: South African storytelling 

Category Category description 

Similar storytelling 
technique 

African storytelling is much like European storytelling. In fact, it 
can be suggested that the ancient Greeks received some 
inspiration from African storytelling 

Uniqueness of South 
African storytelling 

South African storytelling is special because it was predominately 
oral and therefore not written down like European storytelling. 
The African stories are therefore very much orally archived.  

 

South African storytelling is embedded in rich oral traditions. The South African story 

therefore lives on through its generational telling and retelling. Therefore, no similar 

archive for South African stories exists, as is the case with for European storytelling. 

Because South African storytelling is predominately orally shared, the story is of the 

person telling it. More specifically, the story, even one that has been told before, 

belongs to the storyteller personally. Therefore, the South African story, told by the 

South African, is unique in the moment that it is told.  

For brand storytellers in South Africa, therefore, it is not so much a matter of the 

techniques which the South African brand storytelling effort uses; rather, it is the 

medium through which the South African brand story is told. For good brand 

storytelling in South Africa, therefore, the literary techniques uncovered through the 

literary theory discourse should be considered by South African brand storytellers, but 

the manner to which South African stories are told and the medium used, should be 

prominent for brand storytellers.  
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This study therefore considered uniquely South African brand storytelling exemplar 

cases to explore the contextual relevance of traditional literary theory for brand 

storytelling. 

 

8.8. INTERPRETATION OF EXEMPLAR BRAND STORYTELLING CASES 

The case study analysis was undertaken as an exemplar within-case analysis. The 

analysis followed the recommendations of Bronk (2012), whereby the cases were 

selected based on their critical acclaim. More specifically, the brand storytelling cases 

that won Gold and Silver awards at the Loerie Awards were selected. Following the 

selection of the exemplar brand storytelling cases, a within-case analysis was 

undertaken following the recommendations of Yin (1981).  

The eleven storytelling aesthetics uncovered in the literature review were used to 

guide the analysis. Each exemplar brand storytelling case was evaluated individually 

based on its adherence to and incorporation of these eleven storytelling aesthetics. 

The findings of these analyses were provided in Chapter 7. However, for these 

analyses to bring out significant meaning these exemplar cases need to be compared 

(Yin, 1981:63). The comparison followed the survey-case approach (Yin, 1981:63) 

whereby individual factors were compared across the exemplar brand storytelling 

cases. 

In an effort to generate meaning from the analysis of exemplar storytelling case 

studies, the cases are compared based on their adherence to the storytelling 

aesthetics. Because these brand storytelling cases are considered as exemplar, it is 

assumed that they are examples of good brand storytelling. Therefore, the manner to 

which the brand storytelling case studies use the storytelling aesthetics ultimately 

results in good brand storytelling.  

The eleven storytelling aesthetics and the comparison between the exemplar case 

studies are unpacked in this section. The first storytelling aesthetic that is discussed 

is the unity of time principle. 
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8.8.1 Unity of time 

The unity of time refers to the progression of time in a story in accordance with the 

progression of time in nature (Aristotle 335 BCE [1974]:36). The unity of time is 

relevant for brand storytelling because it gives the appropriate weight to events, thus 

adding to the believability of the story. 

The story of Vuka spans the entire childhood of the protagonist: Tebogo. Each scene 

depicted in the story covers a specific time in the story of Tebogo. The moment of time 

between each event is shown in the story in the context of the audition room. By 

presenting the story in this manner, unity of time is maintained if the true story is one 

that is told through the lens of the auditions.  

The legend of Big John occurs over the span of a year, as shown by dates presented 

in the story. Each obstacle experienced by Big Mjohnana, the protagonist, occurs at 

some point in his journey. The story, however, is shown to be told through the lens of 

a person waiting for their meal in the line of a Chicken Licken restaurant. In conjunction 

with a narration throughout the story, unity of time is maintained if the story is 

understood as told through the lens of a person telling the story anecdotally.  

The Laurie Kay story is also told through the lens of a narrator. The story begins with 

a shot of the plane in the vicinity of the stadium and ends after the plane has completed 

its flyby. The progression of the story occurs roughly the amount of time it would take 

for the plane to complete the trip. This time frame was presented to the audience in a 

briefing with the story plot. The unity of time principle was therefore maintained. 

Unity of time was adhered to in all three exemplar cases. Interestingly all three cases 

involved a narration of some kind. By framing the stories in the narrators’ time frame, 

the story naturally adheres to the unity of time. The unity of time is maintained in this 

way because the stories are not stories themselves; rather, stories of stories. For 

Vuka, it was a story about the audition room; for The legend of Big John, it was a story 

about the one man’s legend that he wished to share; and for The Laurie Kay story, the 

story was the reminiscing of a historic event.  
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The principle of the unity of time in a story received little criticism or praise in the literary 

theory discourse (Trissino, 1549 [1974]); however, it was important for Aristotle. 

Aristotle believed that a story should occur during the same time frame that it would in 

reality. There is, however, some complication with this principle. For example, if the 

story is of the lifetime of an individual, the story cannot last many years in duration. In 

a similar sense, for an epic journey, such as that of Big Mjohnana, time must be 

condensed to be experienced by an audience. It is therefore up to the storyteller to be 

creative in their deception of time to adhere to the principle of the unity of time. All 

three exemplar cases used for this study framed the story in a way that ultimately 

allows them to adhere to the unity of time.  

In addition to the adherence to the unity of time principle, all three exemplar brand 

storytelling cases adhered to the unity of action principle. 

 

8.8.2. Unity of action 

The unity of action principle in storytelling involves the adherence to a single principal 

action (Aristotle 335 BCE [1974]:36). This principle has relevance for brand storytelling 

because the understanding of the story is a prerequisite for the transportation effect 

(Van Laer et al., 2014:799). Further, Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:36) believed that the 

adherence to the unity of action principle keeps the audience’s attention to the core 

story. 

The story of Vuka involved a variety of scenes depicting varies events experienced by 

the protagonist of the story: Tebogo. Each scene was acted out by a different 

character. The legend of Big John also involved multiple scenes depicting various 

events experienced by the protagonist: Big Mjohnana. Conversely, The Laurie Kay 

story involved a culmination of testimony, real life footage and dramatised scenes 

presented by actors.  

Vuka, The legend of Big John and The Laurie Kay story all involved one principle 

action. For Vuka that action was the tragedy of Tebogo’s alcoholism; for The legend 

of Big John, it was the journey of adventure; and for The Laurie Kay story, that action 
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was the flyover of a commercial jet over a stadium. All three stories untimely led to 

one principal action. Even through the stories of Vuka and The legend Big John 

involved multiple scenes, they all directed to the single principle action of the story. 

Adherence to the single principal action allows the audience to focus their attention to 

the core story. Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:36) believed that the audience is not capable 

of understanding and recognising multiple principal actions. Aristotle (335 BCE 

[1974]:36) did not suggest that the audience cannot comprehend multiple plot 

simultaneous; rather, he believed that multiple principal actions deter from the 

experience of cathartic meaning from the audience through the recognition of cathartic 

emotions and cathartic learning (Keesey, 1978:198). Therefore, for a brand storytelling 

effort to be aesthetically good, the story must adhere to a single principal action and 

allow all action in a story to lead to this principal action.  

The final unity that was prominent in the literary theory discourse and considered for 

this thesis was the unity of place.  

 

8.8.3. Unity of place 

The unity of place refers to the continuity and the representation of the setting of the 

story (Aristotle 335 BCE [1974]:36). The unity of place is relevant for brand storytelling, 

as it can contribute to the believability of the story, aiding in the elicitation of cathartic 

experiences. 

The story of Vuka is shown through a variety of places. The protagonist, Tebogo, is 

seen in a bar, at different homes and in various street settings. However, the setting 

for all the scenes depicted seems to be the same general township. In consideration 

of the lens through which the story is told, on the other hand, it can be said that the 

story remains in the audition room throughout.  

The legend of Big John can be said to occur in three locations, the first in his small 

village in South Africa, the second in the ocean and the third in a port in Holland. In 

this case unity of place is maintained if the place is considered to be the broad ocean. 
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In a similar sense to the case of Vuka, if the lens of the narrator is taken, then the story 

really occurs in the setting of a Chicken Licken restaurant.  

In the case of The Laurie Kay story, the events are depicted in the setting of the 

surroundings of Ellis Park in Johannesburg. Although each scene shows a different 

location, the entire story occurs in the broad setting of Johannesburg. 

All the exemplar brand storytelling cases used in this analysis made use of multiple 

locations between which the story jumps. However, using the understanding of 

Corneille’s “spirit of the place” (1660 [1974]:237), setting can be considered in broad 

terms such as a city like Paris or broad location like the desert. In all three exemplar 

storytelling cases used in this study a broad location is used and adhered to. 

Therefore, all three exemplar brand storytelling cases adhere to the spirit of the land 

and the unity of place. Additionally, the primary storytelling setting of Vuka and The 

legend of Big John is the location of the narrator. By locating the narrator in a definite 

and consistent location, the unity of place can be maintained regardless of changes in 

location.  

Literary theorists such as Zola (1893 [1894]) and Corneille (1660 [1974]) stressed that 

the unity of place was not well observed in the poetry literature. The unity of place can 

be difficult for storytellers because some stories do occur in many different locations, 

such as Charles Dickens’s A Christmas carol. The unity of place, however, is a 

principle that Aristotle did assert alongside the unity of time and of action. The 

storyteller must be creative in adhering to the unity of place. A good suggestion was 

made by Corneille (1660 [1974]:237): to focus on the spirit of the place by locating the 

story in a broader location such as the ocean in The legend of Big John or the city of 

Johannesburg in The Laurie Kay story. In general, the brand storytelling must ground 

the story in what is possible. 

 

8.8.4. The possible 

The storyteller must ground the story in what is possible in nature (Guerlac, 1985:277). 

With the grounding of the story to what is possible in nature, the brand storyteller can 
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tell more believable stories, encouraging the transportation effect and cathartic 

experience. 

Vuka depicts scenes that are entirely and fully possible in nature. It is believable that 

events can occur because of their realness in the story and the fact that they are based 

on true events.  

The legend of Big John seems almost entirely unbelievable. There are scenes where 

the protagonist paints an image in a storm; the paint would surely wash off with the 

rain. In another scene, the protagonist trains a black panther to play ‘fetch’, which is 

also highly unbelievable. However, this story is framed as a legend told by an old man 

in a restaurant. It is highly believable that the old gentle man would exaggerate details. 

Additionally, legends typically involve great feats that may seem impossible. The story, 

therefore, adheres to the possible principle if it is viewed from the perspective of a 

legend told in a Chicken Licken restaurant.  

The Laurie Kay story is a retelling of a historical event. Footage from the historical 

event was shown during the story itself. This made the story as believable as possible 

because the events are not only possible in nature; they actually occurred.  

All three case studies adhered to the principle of the possible in different ways. Vuka 

and The Laurie Kay story both refer back to real events, while The legend of Big John 

was pure fiction. However, by referring to The legend of Big John as a legend, the 

storyteller did not need to make the story of Big John believable; rather, that it is 

believable that a person could tell such a story. If the events were believable and had 

reasonable probability, it would seem unlikely that a person would share such a 

legend. For example, if Hercules were only able to lift mediocre weights, such as heavy 

rocks or large logs, then it would not be much of a legend.  

The audience of a story are fully aware that they are experiencing a story (Sidney, 

1583 [1974]:170). Therefore, the audience are never fully deluded (Coleridge, 1818 

[1974]:588). It is therefore the job of the storyteller not to fully deceive the audience, 

but to imitate nature to such a point that the audience can perceive it to be possible in 

nature (Guerlac, 1985:276). Therefore, the brand storyteller must, with creativity, 
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engineer the story so that it can be believed by the audience. Through the effort of 

believability, the audience can experience and emotion catharsis (Simpson, 

1988:289). Central to the effort of creating believable stories is Aristotle’s 

understanding of the probable. 

 

8.8.5. The probable 

Aristotle introduced the notion that action in a story should follow in accordance with 

what is probable (Heath, 1991:390). The storytellers can build up predications and 

expectations from the audience to what is likely to transpire in the progression of the 

story. The storyteller can then either follow what is probable, such as Lars von Trier’s 

Meloncholia or deviate from it, such as Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. The decision 

to adhere to the probable or deviate from it must be decided by the storyteller 

depending on the cathartic experience they seek. Brand storytellers should therefore 

consider the reaction they want from the audience in the decision to adhere to or 

deviate from the probable. 

The story of Vuka followed a young boy in his descent into alcoholism. During his 

descent, he commits actions that one would not expect from a young boy. However, 

due to the issue of his use of alcohol, it can be considered probable that he would 

commit those actions. For example, it is likely that an alcoholic would get kicked out 

of a bar or would have a fall-out with family members. The more pressing probability, 

however, may be the reason that why descended in alcoholism. The first scene shown 

in the story shows a young Tebogo sleeping (or not sleeping) on the floor while his 

mother lies with a man in the bed next door. It can be probable that trauma from such 

experiences may lead to alcoholism.  

The legend of Big John at face value seems to defy probability in many junctures. First, 

it would more likely that Big Mjohnana would stop at Portugal or Spain before arriving 

in Holland. Additionally, in the story, Big Mjohnana encounters a jellyfish that instruct 

him to turn left. Understanding the route from South Africa to Europe, this left turn 

would likely send him off course. The contradictions in the case of The legend of Big 
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John may however add to the aesthetics of the story. Trissino (1549 [1974]:134) 

suggested that contradictions in comedy can lead to light and laughter. The 

improbabilities present in The legend of Big John, therefore may add to the aesthetics 

of the story.  

The Laurie Kay story involves a dangerous stunt with a flyover of a commercial airliner. 

Not all pilots would be able to successfully pull of this stunt. The Laurie Kay story 

presents the pilot as a hero that devoted his life to his profession. It is therefore 

probable that a person destined to execute the manoeuvre was willing and able to.  

Three cases approached the probable in different ways. For Vuka, alcoholism was the 

result of childhood trauma; for The legend of Big John, defying the probable gave the 

story its comedic value; and for The Laurie Kay story, the protagonist was destined, 

therefore probable, to commit the stunt, for the probable can be manipulated by the 

brand storyteller to achieve their desired effect. Brand storytellers can therefore 

manipulate the probable, depending on the desired effect of the story and the 

progression through the plot. 

 

8.8.6. The progression through the plot 

Both Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38) and Freytag (1894 [1900]:27) believed that stories 

should follow a linear and causal plot progression. By a causal and linear plot 

progression they referred to the action occurring as a consequence of prior actions. 

This continuity of action allows the audience to be absorbed into the story, thus 

allowing for narrative transportation to occur.  

In Vuka, the casting director progresses the plot by informing the candidates what they 

need to do in each scene. There is, however, no causal link between the scenes as 

Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38) suggested. On the other hand, there is a clear 

progression through the scenes as the actors portraying Tebogo are clearly increasing 

in age as the story progresses.  
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In The legend of Big John, it is Big Mjohnana that progresses the plot with his desire 

for adventure. He then sets sail on his own accord. The story then shows a series of 

events and obstacles that Big John must overcome. However, these events have no 

causal link between them. That is, each scene can be swapped and changed with 

each other and the story would remain the same. There is therefore no linear casual 

plot progression as suggested by Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38). The aim of this story, 

however, is that of comedy, therefore of delight and laughter. A clear causal 

progression may not necessarily be as crucial in a comedy as in a tragedy or a drama.  

The Laurie Kay story shows a clear plot progression. In the beginning, the audience 

is shown footage of the aircraft before the flyby; the story then proceeds, leading up 

to the flyby and the after-effect of it. Therefore, a linear progression exists, as 

suggested by Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38). 

In the two dramatic stories: Vuka and The Laurie Kay story, there was a clear plot 

progression as Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:38) understood it. However, with The legend 

of Big John there was no such progression. It may therefore be deduced that a linear 

and causal plot progression is more crucial for dramatic storytelling than comedic 

storytelling.  

 

8.8.7. Plot structure 

Freytag’s (1894 [1900]:115) plot structure has been used in the marketing literature to 

explain the plot progression in some marketing communications (e.g., Quesenberry & 

Coolsen, 2019; Quesenberry & Coolsen, 2014; Stern, 1994). Freytag’s plot structure 

(1894 [1900]:115) involves five parts: the introduction, the rising movement, the 

climax, the downward movement and the catastrophe, also known as the dénouement. 

Following a plot structure can aid the brand storytellers’ efforts to build up tension and 

elicit catharsis at right moments. 

Vuka showed a clear plot structure: In the introduction the exposition set up the rest 

of the story; the rising movement built up tension with acts committed by Tebogo that 

increased in magnitude; the climax occurred in the middle of the story with moment of 
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greatest intensity; the downward movement showed a clear direction change in the 

story; and the dénouement presented a truth in form of an admission of the casting 

director.  

The Laurie Kay story also showed a clear plot structure: In the introduction, the 

exposition set up the story with the testimony of the individual who painted the 

underside of the aircraft; the rising movement was built up towards the climatic flyby; 

the climax was in the middle of the story and exhibited the greatest intensity; the 

downward movement took the story away from the event towards Laurie Kay as an 

individual; and the dénouement completed the downward movement with a tribute to 

Laurie Kay. 

The legend of Big John did not follow as clear of a plot structure as the other two 

exemplar brand storytelling cases included in this study. There was a clear introduction 

that included an exposition that set up the story. The dénouement was also clear, as 

the story came to a natural close. The rising movement, the climax and the downward 

movement were not as clear. There seems to be a long rising movement where Big 

Mjohnana faces the obstacles on his journey. The Climax, considered to be the 

moment he arrived in Holland was short and not of great emotional intensity and the 

downward movement was short, spanning only a few seconds.  

There were clear differences between the plot structures of Vuka and The Laurie Kay 

story in comparison to that of The legend of Big John. The difference between the 

story structures lies with the consideration of their different purposes. The tragedy 

attempts to achieve catharsis through the carefully structured plot, while the comedy 

attempts to elicit delight and humour through the display of humorous character 

(Cinthio, 1543 [1974]:123; Robostellus, 1548 [1974]:126). Therefore, brand 

storytelling will differ depending on the type of story told. A dramatic or tragic story 

brand story should play special attention to the plot structure, while a comedic brand 

story should focus more on the presentation of comedic elements of the characters. 
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8.8.8. The conscious will of the characters 

Brunetiere (1914 [1894]:76) believed that action that occurs in a story should be the 

consequence of the desire and motivations of the characters themselves. Further, the 

only true action committed in the story is the decision-making of the characters as 

conscious entities. Therefore, through the careful planning and consideration of the 

characters, the storyteller can construct the plot progression from the perspective of 

the characters (Schopenhauer, 1818 [1974]:519). For brand storytelling, the brand 

storytellers can utilise this principle to communicate characteristics in the characters 

that can represent the persona of the brand.  

The story of Vuka depicts a young boy’s descent into alcoholism. All the misfortune 

and suffering that is endured by Tebogo is caused on his own accord. With the 

expectation of the first scene where he experienced the trauma that set into motion 

his abuse of alcohol, every action depicted in the story was instigated by Tebogo 

himself.  

For The legend of Big John, Big Mjohnana sets sail on his own accord to satisfy his 

hunger from adventure. Each obstacle that he encounters is dealt with in his own 

unique way.  

For The Laurie Kay story, the decision to commit to the flyby was one made by Laurie 

Kay himself. A specific scene was included to demonstrate that ultimately the decision 

to go through with the stunt was his to make.  

In all three brand storytelling cases, the action was the result of the conscious will of 

the characters, not the passive experience of events. Brunetiere (1914 [1894]:76) 

believed that the true action in a story was the conscious action of the characters. Polti 

(1917 [1921]) believed that through the presence of a dramatic situation, the 

characters can make decisions that reveal their character. Therefore, for a story to 

result in emotional or learning catharsis, the characters must instigate the action 

through their own accord. The action present in brand storytelling should therefore 

result from the conscious decision-making of the characters of the story when faced 

with conflict. 
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8.8.9. Action through conflict 

Freytag (1894 [1900]:79) asserted that the plot relies on events and action that are 

resultant from conflict. Further (Brunetiere, 1894 [1914]:76) believed that a dramatic 

situation creates the conflict to which the action follows. In addition, Shaw (1909: xviii) 

understood the action as the result of character’s decision-making when faced with 

conflict. Brand storytellers that develop the plot structure as results of conflict are able 

to create brand stories that are more likely to result in catharsis. 

The action that occurs in the story of Vuka occurs as the result of the conflict that the 

protagonist, Tebogo, faces. Tebogo faces a series of self-inflicted incidents that occur 

as a result of his alcoholism. Further, his alcoholism occurs as a result of the 

challenging situation in which he finds himself in growing up.  

In The legend of Big John, the protagonist, Big Mjohnana, embarks on a voyage of 

adventure. This voyage is explicated as the result of his desire, or hunger, for 

adventure. It can be said that this voyage is resultant from an internal conflict in the 

mind of Big Mjohnana. It is from internal conflict that results in his voyage.  

The conflict present in The Laurie Kay story was not as explicit as Vuka and The 

legend of Big John. The conflict present in The Laurie Kay story is the need to deliver 

a blow to the All-Black side that is as powerful as, or more powerful than the All Black’s 

haka. It is this desire to deliver this blow that drives the desire to perform the stunt. 

The action in all three exemplar brand storytelling cases was resultant from a conflict 

present in the story. Freytag (1894 [1900]:79), as well as Brunetiere (1894 [1914]:76), 

suggested that the progression of the plot depends on the succession of events that 

are resultant from conflict in a story. Therefore, because all three exemplar brand 

storytelling cases exhibit action that is resultant from conflict, it can be concluded that 

the action resultant from conflict has relevance for brand storytelling in South Africa. 

Further, Brunetiere (1914 [1894]:69) suggests that this conflict must arise from a 

dramatic situation that the characters find themselves in.  
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8.8.10. Dramatic situation 

The dramatic situation refers to the context in which the conflict rises in the story 

(Shaw, 1909). Polti (1917 [1921]) has characterised all possible dramatic situations 

into exactly thirty-six categories. Using Polti’s categories, the dramatic situations 

present in stories can be analysed in its category. Brand storytellers can use a 

dramatic situation to set up the conflict in a story and can use Polti’s categories to 

analytically evaluate stories which utilise one or more of the dramatic situations. 

The story of Vuka shows two dramatic situations from the two lenses through which 

the story is told. Firstly, the story of the young Tebogo follows Polti’s (1917 [1921:31) 

seventh situation “falling prey to cruelty or misfortune” where the young boy is a victim 

of the cruelty of childhood suffering and alcoholism. The second situation pertains to 

the story of the audition room which can be linked to the description of Polti’s (1917 

[1921]:69) twenty-first situation: “self-sacrifice for kindred”, whereby the protagonist 

sacrifices themselves for the lives of others, in this case for the suffering youth of South 

Africa.  

The legend of Big John can be categorised as Polti’s (1917 [1921]:101) thirtieth 

situation: “ambition” where the protagonist pursues his desire in the face of adversity. 

The protagonist in this story, Big Mjohnana, faces much adversary in his travels, but 

he perseveres to discover new lands. 

The Laurie Kay story can be described as exhibiting Polti’s (1917 [1921]:36) ninth 

dramatic situation; “daring enterprise”. This situation was described by Polti as the 

preparation for war. Performing a flyover over a stadium can be considered to be 

daring, and in the context of a World Cup rugby match between two strong national 

teams it can be compared to the preparation of a battle. 

Brunetiere (1894 [1914]:76) suggested that the conflict should arise from a dramatic 

situation. For all three exemplar brand storytelling case studies, the conflict arises as 

a result of the dramatic situation present. For Vuka, Tebogo’s actions are a direct result 

of his alcoholism and his childhood trauma. For The legend of Big John, Big 

Mjohnana’s ambition drove his pursuit of new lands. For The Laurie Kay story the need 
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for the first strike to the All Blacks drove the pursuit of the stunt. Further, in the dramatic 

situation present in each case, the magnitude of the action resultant from the dramatic 

situation must be proportionate to the conflict. 

 

8.8.11. The magnitude of the action 

Aristotle (335 BCE [1974]:36) believed that the pathos (plot) should be proportionate 

to nature to exhibit beauty. For example, a dainty flower would not hold great aesthetic 

value if it were blown up to the size of a billboard. Similarly, a mountain range would 

not hold great aesthetic value if it were on an A4 sheet of paper. Further, Greenman 

(1988:20) suggested that Aristotle believed the magnitude is given to the action in 

reference to other action in the plot progression. Therefore, for brand storytelling to 

elicit the intended cathartic response, the action present in the brand story should 

exhibit sufficient magnitude.  

The action in the story of Vuka exhibited high magnitude. The young Tebogo faces 

profoundly serious and horrifying situations, from running over a man while driving 

under the influence of alcohol, to striking his mother. The situation that Tebogo lives 

in is one of childhood trauma and struggle, both of high magnitude. It can be said that 

the magnitude and severity of his actions are in proportion to the magnitude of the 

situation he finds himself in.  

The action in the case of The legend of Big John was of great magnitude. The 

protagonist, Big Mjohnana, faces a string of great obstacles, such as a fight with a 

giant squid, great storms, and black panthers. Without these great obstacles, the title 

Legend would have not been appropriate.  

The Laurie Kay story is a good example of precisely proportional magnitude of action. 

The Laurie Kay story depicts real events that by their nature are of high magnitude. 

They were, however, not greatly magnified in the story. In the chief scene, the music 

stopped, allowing for the sound of the event to carry itself. The precise magnitude of 

the stunt was therefore directly brought to the audience.  
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All three exemplar brand storytelling cases adhered to the magnitude of the action 

principle first put forth by Aristotle. With the adherence to this principle, the action 

present in all three stories could be digested by the audience and felt as real, while 

maintaining their sublimity. Therefore, careful consideration should be made in terms 

of the magnitude of the action ensuring that it is proportionate to the conflict presented 

and the dramatic situation that which the conflict arises.  

 

8.9. DISCUSSION AND RECONCILIATION OF OBJECTIVES 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relevance of traditional literary theory 

for brand storytelling in the South African context. To realise this overarching purpose, 

a triadic perspective was considered whereby the fields of brand storytelling in 

marketing communication, psychology, and storytelling were consulted. Through this 

endeavour, it has been determined that brand storytelling, as with storytelling in 

general, seeks to elicit a cathartic experience for the audience. The inquiry into the 

theory of the self provides some explanation of how this cathartic experience can be 

achieved in the minds of individuals. More specifically, the individual experiences the 

transportation effect and subsequently incorporates the narrative of the story into their 

own narrative sense-making process where meaning can be created in reference to 

the self. The reader can refer back to section 3.5.2.2. in Chapter 3 for a detailed 

description of the narrative sense making process. This section directly addresses the 

objectives of the study, ultimately leading to the conclusion of the relevance of 

traditional literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African context. 

 

8.9.1. The exploration of the use of storytelling in the brand building effort 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relevance of traditional literary theory 

for brand storytelling in the South African context. It was, therefore, important to 

understand why brands tell stories, what brand storytellers consider to be good brand 

storytelling and how brand storytellers tell stories that help build their brand. Interviews 

with brand storytellers were conducted to explore the answers to these questions.  
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Brand storytellers suggested that brand storytelling can create emotional connections 

with the consumer and aid in the development of favourable brand meaning. 

Therefore, successful brand storytelling results in the audience of the brand story 

experiences emotional responses as well as favourable brand meaning creation. 

Further, the aesthetic elements that lead to these experiences culminate to good brand 

storytelling practice.  

 

8.9.2. The exploration of the relationship between storytelling and the self 

As part of this study, an exploration was made into the relationship between 

storytelling and the self. The exploration of the relationship between the story and the 

self-involved the consultation with psychologists. During this consultation, it was 

discovered that the individual uses story and storytelling for different functions. The 

individual uses storytelling to reflect on who they are, to make sense of their reality, to 

establish consistency through time, to keep a unified psyche and to defend the psyche 

from threat or damage. Further, the individual can experience external stories, whether 

they be fictional or non-fiction, and incorporate them in their own self-understanding.  

Through the transportation effect, the individual can experience the narrative of the 

other and use it to recognise their own self and their own emotional reactions. It is 

through this recognition of self-truth that the individual gains from the experience of 

stories.  

 

8.9.3. The understanding of what makes a good aesthetic story 

Literary theory was consulted in an effort to understand what makes a good aesthetic 

story and its relevance for brand storytelling in South Africa. This study consulted the 

literary theory literature pertaining to dramatic theory, aesthetic criticism, and literary 

criticism. In conjunction with the academic literature, storytelling experts were 

consulted to share their view on good storytelling. In addition, aesthetic storytelling 

elements that were uncovered in the literature review of the literary theory guided an 
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analysis of exemplar brand storytelling case studies. Through this analysis, the 

aesthetic elements that were uncovered can be placed in the brand storytelling 

context. The conjunction of these storytelling aesthetics, as well the perspectives of 

storytellers, allowed the study to gather a rounded perspective of storytelling good 

practice.  

Through the literature review eleven storytelling aesthetic elements were uncovered 

and applied to brand storytelling exemplar cases. The adherence to or manipulation 

of these aesthetic elements differed between the exemplar cases. This shows that 

these aesthetic elements are not storytelling rules or guidelines for best practice; 

rather, they are aesthetic elements the storyteller can use and manipulate to achieve 

the goal of the story.  

 

8.9.4. The relevance of literary theory for brand storytelling in the South African 

context  

Included in this section is the discovery of the relevance of literary theory for brand 

storytelling in the South African context. Storytelling is a fundamental in South African 

culture and society (Chapman, 1998). This thesis therefore adopted a South African 

perspective. Experts in the three fields consulted were all South Africans practicing in 

South Africa and the case studies were all South African cases that used uniquely 

South African themes.  

Storytelling experts have suggested that South Africans have a unique storytelling 

tradition, one that is generational and personal. However, although unique, storytellers 

and brand storytellers have suggested the literary techniques and aesthetics are 

similar between South African stories and the European stories that the literary 

scholars studied.  

There, therefore, exists a relevance of literary theory for South African storytelling. The 

purpose of this section is to discuss the purpose of brand storytelling in South Africa 

using the triadic perspective, including the relationship between the story and the self, 

the story in brand storytelling and the story in storytelling. It has concluded through 
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this exploratory study that the purpose of brand storytelling in South Africa is the 

elicitation of cathartic experiences that ultimately lead to favourable brand meaning. 

Further, the relevant storytelling aesthetics sourced from the literary theory literature 

provide the method to which a cathartic experience can occur. 

 

8.9.4.1. Catharsis: the purpose of storytelling and brand storytelling 

Brand storytellers suggested that the purpose of brand storytelling is to achieve an 

emotional connection with the consumer as well as to deliver truth and meaning for 

the consumer. In a similar vein, storytellers suggested that good storytelling creates 

an emotional connection with its audience members. Additionally, storytellers 

suggested that good storytelling also results in deeper meaning and truth. For 

psychologists, storytelling allows the individual to reflect on their self and understand 

their environment from the perspective of the self. Like brand storytellers and 

storytelling experts, psychologists believed that storytelling could help create meaning 

in people’s lives. There therefore exists a consistency between the three groups in 

terms of the purpose of storytelling to elicit emotion as well as to give and create 

meaning. Therefore, through the triangulation of the results of the three groups of 

interviews, it can be said that the purpose of storytelling is to achieve cathartic 

experiences for the audience. The result of this triangulation is shown visually in Figure 

8.1.  

 

8.9.4.1.1. The cathartic experience 

Catharsis was explored in Chapter 4, section 4.5, of this thesis. Catharsis was first 

considered by Aristotle as the emotional release or purging of emotion (Burke, 

1959:354). Cathartic experiences can also refer to the recognition of a truth (Keesey, 

1978:198). Therefore, the emotional reaction of the audience, along with the 

recognition of truth can be described as the purpose of storytelling and of brand 

storytelling. Through the experience of good storytelling, an audience member can 
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experience an emotional release as well as the experience the creation of meaning in 

relation to the self.  

Anderson (1995:202) emphasised that, with the evaluation of art, one must not ignore 

the emotional reaction the critic has when evaluating a work of art. During the 

evaluation of the three exemplar brand storytelling case studies, the researcher felt 

emotional reactions. It is natural to feel empathy with Tebogo, growing up with the 

burden of alcoholism; it is natural to feel a sense of patriotism and pride as a South 

African when experiencing the moment when Laurie Kay flew a commercial airliner 

over the Ellis stadium; and it is natural to feel the delight and humour in the notion of 

the colonialist becoming colony in The legend of Big John.  

In addition to the emotional catharsis experienced in these stories, there were also the 

learning and recognition of truths. For the Vuka, the learning occurs when Tebogo 

reveals himself to the audience; for The legend of Big John, the learning occurs in the 

realisation that Big Mjohnana has colonised Europe; and for The Laurie Kay story, the 

learning occurs in the discovery of the pilot that committed the stunt. In all three-

exemplar brand storytelling case studies, both an emotional catharsis is experienced, 

as well as the recognition of a truth. The following sections details the cathartic 

experience from each of the three perspectives considered in this study. 

 

8.9.4.1.1. a. The cathartic experience for brand storytelling 

Brand storytellers showed a mixed understanding of what makes brand storytelling 

good. Generally, brand storytellers believe that good brand storytelling does follow a 

structure whereby the build-up of tension can occur, and the audience can be 

surprised. Additionally, brand storytellers suggested that brand storytelling should be 

believable and authentic to capture the attention of its audience. Through these efforts 

brand storytelling can result in emotional responses from the audience as well as the 

creation of meaning. In reference to Keesey’s understanding of Aristotle’s catharsis 

(1978), catharsis refers to both the emotional response of the audience as well as the 

recognition of truth, resulting in the creation of meaning. It can therefore be said that 
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the purpose of brand storytelling is the elicitation of cathartic experiences in the 

audience which results in favourable brand meaning in the mind of the consumer.  

 

8.9.4.1.1. b. The cathartic experience for psychologists 

The cathartic experience of a story can be therapeutic for the individual, as they can 

reconcile fragmented self-narratives or to find unity in their self. Meaning is therefore 

created through this cathartic experience in relation to the self, in line with the symbolic 

interactionist perspective.  

 

8.9.4.1.1. c. The cathartic experience for storytelling experts 

In conjunction with the academic literature used for this study storytelling experts 

suggested that good storytelling results in a cathartic experience by the audience. This 

cathartic experience can either be emotional or through the recognition of a truth. 

Furthermore, the storyteller can follow certain principles and techniques to elicit these 

cathartic experiences. 

 

8.9.4.2. Storytelling aesthetic techniques that can be applied to achieve cathartic 

experiences 

The previous section discussed how the purpose of brand storytelling should be to 

achieve cathartic experiences for the audience. It was concluded that aesthetically 

good brand storytelling is storytelling that results in emotional catharsis as well as the 

cathartic experience involving the recognition of a truth. This thesis also provides 

storytelling aesthetics that can be used in an effort to achieve these cathartic 

experiences in the audience.  

The inclusion of an inherent human truth was included in the Table 8.22 details the 

storytelling aesthetics that are prevalent in the elicitation of cathartic experiences in 
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the audience. The original eleven storytelling aesthetic elements that were used in the 

case study analysis were included in Table 8.21, with the exception of “the possible”, 

because the discussion surrounding these aesthetic elements were not well engaged 

with in through the interview process and it was not a prominent feature in the 

exemplar brand storytelling case study analysis. Further, the possible may be more 

specific to the nature of storytelling itself and therefore not explored in great detail by 

storytellers.  

The inclusion of an inherent human truth was included in the storytelling aesthetics 

techniques shown in Table 8.22. This aesthetic element was included because it was 

discussed in great detail by participants in all the groups that were consulted. In all 

three groups, truth features prominently as a central aspect of storytelling. For 

psychologists, storytelling is a vehicle to create truth for the individual living in a 

complex reality. For storytellers, the essence of story is to bring forth a nuanced truth 

to the audience. Lastly, brand storytellers referred in detail to the power and 

importance of insights.  

 

Table 8.22: Storytelling aesthetics that can be used in an effort to achieve cathartic 

experiences 

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

The probable The probable can either be followed or deviated from depending on the type 
of emotion that the brand storyteller wishes to elicit. Additionally, through the 
manipulation of probable events, the storyteller can bring the audience to 
the recognition of a truth. 

Unity of 
action 

In order to achieve the narrative transportation required for the audience to 
experience catharsis, the story must capture the entirety of the audience’s 
attention. There, therefore, must exist one principal action to which all action 
in a story must feed to. 

Unity of time The unity of time must be adhered to in order to create the illusion of reality 
and the imitation of nature. The brand storyteller must be creative in how the 
story is constructed to achieve adherence to unity of time. 
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- Table 8.22 continues - 

Storytelling 
aesthetic 

Description 

Unity of place The unity of place must be adhered to in order to create the illusion of reality 
and the imitation of nature. The brand storyteller must be creative in their 
attempt to stay true to the spirit of the place.  

Progression 
of the plot 

The plot can either follow a causal, linear progression, or not, depending on 
the intended emotional reaction. Generally, it is crucial for the plot to follow 
a linear and causal progression; however, for the comedy, this is not as 
important. 

Plot structure All brand storytelling efforts must follow some kind of plot structure. That is, 
the story must begin with an exposition that leads to a climax, which then 
leads to the end of the story, whether it be through a downward force or a 
conflict resolution. 

Action 
through 
conflict 

The progression of the brand story must involve action that occurs as the 
result of conflict. The conflict in a brand story directs the action in a probable 
way allowing for the audience to believe and commit to the events that 
transcribe in a story. 

The 
magnitude of 
the action 

The action should be of proportionate magnitude. That means that a brand 
storytelling effort should take into consideration the situation and the conflict 
in determining the magnitude of the action presented in the story. 

The 
conscious 
will of the 
characters 

The plot must progress, and the action must be committed by characters 
that act on their own accord. The audience feel empathy and emotional 
connection with characters and not the plot. Therefore, it must be through 
character decision-making, desire and growth that the plot is progressed, 
and action occurs.  

Dramatic 
situation 

Conflict must result from the presence of a dramatic situation. The dramatic 
situation should be the context to which the conflict can arise.  

Inherent truth Brand storytelling must present a human truth that can be recognised and 
absorbed by the audience. 

 

With the adoption of the pragmatist’s philosophical perspective of art, the value of an 

artwork can be determined by its ability to achieve its intended purpose (White, 

1998:218). Further, John Dewey believed that, through the pragmatist lens, the 

practical implications of storytelling can be considered in its evaluation (Cherryholmes, 

1994:17). 
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If the practical implication of brand storytelling is to achieve brand meaning, then the 

value of brand storytelling lies in its ability to achieve brand meaning. This thesis has 

concluded that meaning can be created by storytelling through the experience of 

catharsis. This experience of catharsis involves an emotional response as well as the 

recognition of a truth. Therefore, the aesthetics of brand storytelling lies in the brand 

storyteller’s ability to elicit catharsis in the audience. Through the transportation effect, 

as well as self-introspection, the individual can be led to these cathartic experiences. 

Literary theory offers an array of aesthetic elements that, when adhered to or 

manipulated, can aid in the storyteller’s ability to achieve cathartic experiences, 

whether it be through narrative transportation or self-introspection.  

 

8.10. STUDY IMPLICATIONS 

This study has a number of theoretical and managerial implications.  Theoretical 

implications refer to the impact that the study has on the brand storytelling theory while 

managerial implication offers recommendations for brand storytellers to improve the 

effectiveness of their brand storytelling efforts.  

 

8.10.1. Theoretical implications 

Through the realization of this study’s objectives, this study makes a number of 

theoretical implications to brand storytelling theory. More specifically, six contributions 

are made. 

 

8.10.1.1. The purpose of brand storytelling 

The purpose of brand storytelling has been uncovered in this thesis. Previously, the 

brand storytelling literature suggest inconsistent aims of brand storytelling. For 

example, Woodside (2010) considers memorability as the purpose of brand 

storytelling, therefore allowing the brand more prominence in the mind of the 
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consumer. Otherwise, Van Laer et al, (2019) considers the purpose of brand 

storytelling to be that of persuasion. This thesis has determined that the purpose of 

brand storytelling is to elicit cathartic experiences in the audience. These cathartic 

experiences involve both an emotional element as well as the creation of meaning. 

Brand storytelling research can therefore use this purpose as a directional element to 

determine the effectiveness of brand storytelling efforts, that is, in their ability to elicit 

cathartic experiences in the audience. Therefore, the brand storyteller must engineer 

the brand story to achieve a cathartic experience in the audience. A cathartic 

experience may further lead to favorable brand associations, attitudes, experience, 

and ultimately brand resonance.  

 

8.10.1.2. The psychological mechanism of catharsis 

This thesis provides a perspective to answer why storytelling can result in cathartic 

experiences. More specifically, storytelling allows for the individual that is experiencing 

the story to transport themselves into the narrative of the story. The narrative 

transportation effect is not new to marketing theory (see Escalas, 2007; Escalas, 2004; 

Van Laer et al., 2018). The reader can refer back to Chapter 2, section 2.3.3.1. for a 

description of the transportation effect. Appel and Richter (2010:129) suggest that 

through careful story construction, the audience can experience narrative 

transportation that results in an emotional response. Additionally, through interviews 

with psychologists this study has determined that meaning is created in reference to 

the self, through narrative transportation. Therefore, the experience of the 

transportation effect can result in empathy as well as the individual’s narrative sense-

making process. This contribution to theory can allow future research to infer to why 

individuals experience catharsis when experiencing a story.  

 

8.10.1.3. Achieving catharsis with storytelling aesthetic elements 

With the consultation of the literary theory discourse, eleven storytelling aesthetic 

elements have been uncovered. With the vastness of the literary theory discourse, this 
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is not an exhaustive list. It has been determined in this study that the aesthetic 

elements, used correctly, can aid in the elicitation of a cathartic experience. Further, it 

was found through an exemplar brand storytelling case study analysis that exemplar 

brand storytelling examples show the presence of these aesthetic elements. It should 

be noted that these aesthetic elements are not guidelines or rules, rather tools at the 

disposal of the storyteller. Just as a carpenter may use a chisel and mallet in a 

multitude of different ways, the storyteller can use the storytelling aesthetic elements 

in a multitude of ways to construct the story. Marketing academia can therefore 

evaluate brand storytelling cases, not by the storyteller’s adherence to rules, but rather 

by their creative mastery of their craft. 

 

8.10.1.4. Interpreting brand storytelling cases. 

As with the interpretation of art, the interpretation of storytelling case studies can be 

deeply subjective. The effectiveness of marketing communications can typically be 

measured objectively with metrics such as return of investment or conversion rate. 

The effectiveness of a brand storytelling case may, however, be more complicated. 

This study offers marketing academics with a means to interpret and evaluate the 

effectiveness of brand storytelling case studies, namely whether the story achieves 

catharsis or not. Marketing academics can use storytelling aesthetic elements present 

in literary theory to evaluate the effectiveness of a brand story with regards to its ability 

to elicit cathartic experiences. Marketing academics can evaluate exemplar 

benchmark brand stories that result in strong cathartic experiences and consider their 

use of storytelling aesthetic elements as benchmarks for the study of other brand 

storytelling case studies.  

Exemplar brand storytelling cases are examples of brand storytelling that result in 

catharsis. From this starting point, the brand storytelling case studies that are 

evaluated can be compared in a between-case analysis to these exemplar cases. The 

subtle nuances of the use of the storytelling aesthetic elements can then be 

highlighted. This is a practice observed with great frequency in the dramatic theory 
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and literary criticism discourse (see Corneille 1660 [1974]:226; de Scudery,1637 

[1974]:211). 

 

8.10.1.5. Achieving a technical catharsis through plot structure 

Through interviews with storytelling experts, a technical catharsis, that is the elicitation 

of meaning, is achieved using a well-constructed plot. The importance of plot was also 

echoed by brand storytellers in their stressed importance of tension. Through the build-

up of tension, questions are being asked by the audience, problems are being 

presented to the characters, and expectations rise. A carefully constructed plot allows 

these experiences to occur. Through the subsequent release of this tension, answers 

can be given, characters can overcome, or succumb, to the problems they face, and 

expectations can be met or deviated from. It is through this process that the audience 

member can experience a technical catharsis, or their own meaning creation. The 

narrative route to meaning creation can therefore contribute to the understanding of 

meaning creation from consumers. Brand storytelling researchers can therefore 

consider such theory like narrative theory, narrative transportation, and narrative 

sense-making in the investigation of the persuasiveness and effectiveness of brand 

storytelling on the consumer’s brand meaning creation process. Therefore, this study 

offers insights into the narrative element of consumer’s meaning creation process. 

More concretely, the inclusion of a narrative element means that meaning is not 

created by the consumer in an instant, and therefore should be measured 

longitudinally.  

 

8.10.1.6. Achieving emotional catharsis through character and believability 

The final theoretical implication that this study makes refers to the achievement of the 

emotional catharsis. Both storytelling experts and brand storytellers suggest that 

emotionally rich storytelling occurs as the results of telling believable stories. 

Additionally, Gerrig (1993:10, 11) suggests that the transportation effect only occurs 

when the story is believable to the audience. In addition to this, the audience member 
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has to experience a degree of sympathy with the characters in the story. The audience 

must feel the emotional turmoil as if they are experiencing the events of the story 

themselves (Van Laer et. al, 2014). A similar understanding can be drawn from the 

use of personas in the brand building effort. It is understood that consumers more 

readily experience emotional connections with people rather than brands (Aaker, 

1999). Therefore, the positioning of a brand to a particular persona can aid in the 

creation of an emotional connection. This thesis expands on this understanding by 

suggesting that this persona must be placed in a believable narrative that allows the 

consumer to sympathize with it. Therefore, brands need to be placed in some kind of 

situation or conflict that can demonstrate their persona. For example, Nike can position 

themselves as the type of person that will overcome the odds to do something great. 

In order to achieve greatness in the face of adversity in the Nike example, there must 

be some adversity for them to face. Therefore, when examining a brand’s persona, 

marketing academics must also consider the situation and conflict that the brand is 

positioned in. These situations or conflicts may be consciously determined by the 

brand or they may be positioned unintentionally.  

 

8.10.2. Managerial recommendations 

The purpose of brand storytelling has been identified as the elicitation of cathartic 

experiences in the target consumer. This study also considers some relevant 

storytelling aesthetic elements that have been borrowed from the literary theory 

discourse. Through exemplar brand storytelling case study analyses as well as expert 

opinion from storytellers, it has determined that these elements may have some 

relevance for brand storytelling. Therefore, there are two major contributions of this 

study that can be incorporated in brand storytelling efforts by brand managers, 

advertisers and marketers in general, being: 1) the purpose of brand storytelling as 

the cathartic experience and 2) the manner by which brand storytellers can achieve 

this cathartic experience. In addition, a strategic recommendation has been made to 

the practical implementation of brand storytelling communication efforts. More 

specifically, this section offers advice to when and how brand storytelling should be 

implemented based on the organisational objectives and the mediums used.  
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8.10.2.1. The purpose of brand storytelling 

The cathartic experience yields opportunity for a brand storyteller to create brand 

meaning in the minds of the target consumer. More specifically, because consumers 

organise memory and knowledge in narrative format (Escalas, 2004b:168), brand 

stories can use narrative to elicit memory recall and therefore meaning around that 

memory. Further, through the transportation effort, consumers can create symbolic 

meaning about the brand in reference to the self with the immersion of the self into the 

story (Appel & Richter, 2010). Therefore, it is recommended that brand storytellers use 

brand storytelling to bring about memories from the consumer from their own self-

narrative to elicit cathartic experiences. Drawing inferences and making associations 

to memory can bring the narrative closer to the self, therefore elevating the narrative 

transportation effect. For example, in MTN’s The Laurie Kay Story, the plane flyover 

may have a special space in the memory of South Africans, therefore this story can 

be placed closer to the consumer’s self-narrative. Brand stories can therefore include 

moments of life that the consumer can relate to directly and which can ignite a stored 

memory.  

 

8.10.2.2. The manner to which brand storytellers can achieve a cathartic experience 

The brand storyteller can deploy a number of different tools and strategies to achieve 

the cathartic experience. This section details three recommendations to how the brand 

can achieve cathartic experiences. 

 

8.10.2.2.1.  Truth 

The brand story needs to present a truth, lesson, or philosophy with which the 

consumer can engage. Without a truth present, the consumer cannot make meaning 

in reference to the self, causing the brand to lose out on the cathartic experience and 

therefore the creation of brand meaning. Therefore, a specific truth or insights, such 
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as the importance of the patriotism and bravery of Laurie Kay, can allow the viewer of 

the story to create meaning around the brand in reference to the self.  

 

8.10.2.2.2.  Cultural Specificity  

Brand storytelling should seek to elicit emotional reactions from the audience. With the 

right language and the right cultural detail, the brand storyteller can connect on a 

personal level with the target consumer. Additionally, through plot construction that 

considers the storytelling aesthetic elements, the target consumer can be directed to 

a cathartic experience. This cathartic experience is amplified with the use of the right 

language and appropriate cultural detail. For example, in the story of Vuka, the specific 

and detailed conditions of living in a township in Soweto amplified the cathartic effect 

of the story.  

 

8.10.2.2.3. The use of the storytelling aesthetics to achieve catharsis 

This thesis has presented eleven storytelling aesthetic elements that the brand 

storytellers can use to craft stories that can lead to cathartic experiences in the 

audience. These aesthetic elements are not rules or guidelines, rather, they are tools 

at the brand storyteller’s disposal. The brand storyteller can manipulate and condition 

the aesthetic elements to suit the specific cathartic experience that the brand 

storyteller would wish to create. For example, as with Vuka, the audience was able to 

predict and determine the fate of the young Tebogo as his battle with alcoholism took 

grip of him. This dread and fear that this story creates through its manipulation of the 

probable, aids in the enhanced emotional reaction of the audience as they sympathize 

with the young Tebogo. Conversely, the brand storyteller can act against the probable 

such as in the Legend of Big John. In this case, the storyteller did not seek to elicit 

sympathy from the audience, rather the delight of the joke and its technical catharsis.  
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8.10.2.3. The strategic use of brand storytelling 

Brand storytellers must be strategic in their use of brand storytelling. Brand storytelling 

should be used in media that facilitate brand storytelling. Additionally, the story should 

be adapted sufficiently for the medium in which it is delivered. Furthermore, brand 

storytelling is not effective in delivering just any and every message. Brand 

communications that are used from promotions or to explain intrinsic product features 

may not have the same need for storytelling as brand communications that seek to 

create meaning. For example, if a motor vehicle advertisement wants to promote the 

low price of a budget car, a story may not be necessary. On the other hand, if the 

motor vehicle advertisement seeks to communicate how the car is a “family car” then 

a story may be more effective.  

 

8.11. STUDY LIMITATIONS 

This study includes a number of limitations. Firstly, the vast nature of the literary theory 

body of knowledge allows for continued consideration beyond the scope of this study. 

There are many hundreds of literary theory texts that contain nuances and 

contradictions that may be relevant for brand storytelling. Instead, the researcher 

consulted collections of works as a starting point and only explored the more 

prominent texts in greater detail. This allowed the research to focus on the more 

prominent details, made prominent by literary theory experts, in the literary theory 

discourse that aligned more directly with the objectives of the study. More specifically, 

literary theory pertaining to political rhetoric and philosophy were no included.  

Secondly, the sample of participants for all three groups was particularly restricted in 

terms of access. Due to the global Covid-19 pandemic, the researcher was not able 

to source participants through the same avenues as usual. Additionally, the researcher 

did not have unfiltered access to all prominent experts in each field; rather, the 

researcher had to rely on professional websites such as LinkedIn and Psychology 

Today to locate expert participants. Although effective, there exists a possibility that, 

in addition, more highly qualified experts could have been consulted. The researcher, 
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however, made use of snowball sampling which also increased the sample reach. The 

use of the snowball sampling approach allowed the researcher to be more direct and 

therefore more efficient in recruitment of participants.  

Thirdly, this study only utilised the interpretation of one researcher. Ideally, for a 

qualitative study such as this one that leaves much to interpretation, the researcher 

should collaborate their interpretation with other researchers to improve the 

trustworthiness of the interpretation. However, although there were not any other full 

interpretations to cross-reference from, the researcher regularly had the interpretation 

evaluated by prominent marketing academics with extensive marketing, psychology 

and methodological experience who supervised the research project. 

Lastly, due to the qualitative nature of this study, the results do not offer quantitative, 

statistical results; rather, they offer meaning to which brand storytelling can be 

understood in greater detail. This study did not attempt to make empirical claims 

regarding brand storytelling or storytelling in general. Further research can be 

conducted to establish empirical justifications for the discoveries made in this study. 

 

8.12. SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Through a qualitative methodology, this study contributed to improved aesthetic brand 

storytelling through the consultation of three fields: marketing, psychology, and literary 

theory. From the consultation of these fields, it was determined that the purpose of 

brand storytelling is to elicit cathartic experiences from the audience of brand 

storytelling. Further, through this exploratory study a number of aesthetic elements 

were uncovered that can be used by brand storytellers to elicit cathartic experiences 

from the audience. Following this research, there are several possible directions that 

future research can undertake.  

Firstly, further research may explore catharsis in more detail from a qualitative 

perspective with the consultation of more direct translations of Aristotle’s The poetics. 

Further interpretations of Aristotle’s catharsis may also offer nuance to the 

understanding of the cathartic experience. There is a body of literature specific to the 
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interpretation of Aristotle’s Poetics. There are therefore multiple different 

interpretations and understandings of what Aristotle refers to as catharsis. Subsequent 

meta-analyses can be undertaken to better define and understand the cathartic 

experience. By considering many different interpretations the issue of catharsis can 

be better understood and defined, therefore crystalising the purpose of storytelling. 

Secondly, further empirical quantitative research may test the validity and reliability of 

cathartic experiences in the audience of brand storytelling. Surveys can be used to 

explore the effect of storytelling on consumers. Surveys can therefore be used in an 

effort to test the cathartic experience. More specifically, surveys can ask consumers 

how a brand storytelling example made them feel. Surveys can also isolate specific 

emotions felt in specific moments through the experience of the story. For example, a 

consumer can be asked to watch the story of Vuka and complete a survey through 

their viewing experience. It can then be determined which emotional responses they 

perceive to experience. Additionally, the meaning created through the experience of 

the story can also be asked of the participants.  

Thirdly, there exists an opportunity to measure the cathartic experience. Marketing 

academics can use the storytelling aesthetic elements as well as the possible 

emotional impact of the cathartic experience for scale development. Relationships can 

then be explored more directly between storytelling aesthetic elements and the 

cathartic experience.  

Fourthly, through experimentation the cathartic experience may be better understood. 

Cause-and-effect relationships can be established between the storytelling elements 

and the audience’s responses. For example, specific aesthetic elements can be 

manipulated in isolation between groups of subjects and their emotional response can 

be observed.  

Fifthly, the literary theory literature may be explored in greater detail to thicken the 

understanding and perspective of brand storytelling aesthetics. The literary theory 

discourse is vast, and greatly nuanced. Further academic consultation of this body of 

literature can improve the understanding of both the cathartic experience as well as 
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the storytelling aesthetic elements. There may be underlying nuances and counter-

theory that can be uncovered in a more detailed meta-analysis.  

Sixthly, the psychological mechanism of catharsis may be further explored. This study 

has placed the narrative sense-making process at the center of this mechanism, 

whereby meaning is created in reference to the self. There may, however, be multiple 

other explanations that can be explored to explain how the cathartic experience 

occurs. Consumer psychology academics can explore the experience of catharsis 

from a number of different psychological perspectives to improve the understanding 

of why and how the cathartic experience occurs.  

Lastly, this study explored the relevance of literary theory for brand storytelling with 

the application of the storytelling aesthetic elements to exemplar brand storytelling 

case studies. There exists an opportunity for marketing academics to use the exemplar 

approach in between-case analyses of brand storytelling case studies. When 

considering the effectiveness of a brand storytelling case study, it can be compared to 

exemplars. In this effort, standards of practice can be established that can act as 

benchmarks for the evaluation of other brand storytelling case studies. 

 

8.13. THE CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relevance of traditional literary theory for 

brand storytelling in the South African context. To achieve this purpose, a triadic 

perspective was adopted whereby inquiries were made into why consumers as 

individuals tell and experience stories, what storytellers themselves view as good 

storytelling, as well as what is considered good brand storytelling by brand storytellers. 

To supplement this triadic perspective, exemplar brand storytelling case studies were 

analysed using aesthetic storytelling elements present in the literary theory discourse 

as deductive criteria. From this supplementary analysis, it was demonstrated that 

brand storytellers do, in fact, consider the storytelling aesthetic elements present in 

the literary theory discourse. Further, similarities were discovered in the goal of 
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storytelling from the three perspectives. A summary of the goals of storytelling is 

presented in Table 8.23. Figure 8.1 demonstrates the common purpose of storytelling. 

 

Table 8.23: The purpose of storytelling 

 

The common purpose of storytelling from a psychological, literary, and brand 

storytelling perspective follows in Figure 8.1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Perspectives that 
make up the triadic 
approach 

The purpose of storytelling 

Good storytelling from 
a brand storytelling 
perspective 

Brand storytellers have suggested that good brand storytelling 
either creates an emotional connection with the audience or results 
in favourable brand meaning creation.  

Good storytelling from 
a psychological 
perspective 

Individuals can use storytelling therapeutically to repair 
fragmented self-narratives and find unity in their self. Meaning is 
therefore created by the individual through storytelling in reference 
to the self.  

Good storytelling from 
a storytelling expert’s 
perspective 

Good storytellers aim to achieve to elicit either a technical 
catharsis or an emotional catharsis. A technical catharsis engages 
the audience’s meaning creation through question invoking and 
question answering. An emotional catharsis engages the 
audience’s emotional reactions. 
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Figure 8.1: The purpose of storytelling 

 

Two major contributions to the branding and brand storytelling theory have been made 

in this study, the first of which is that the purpose of storytelling is to achieve cathartic 

experiences. This catharsis takes the form of an emotional release as well as the 

creation of meaning. Because meaning itself is made in reference to the self (Escalas 

& Bettman, 2005:378), brand meaning is made in reference to the consumer’s self-

concept. This conceptualisation is consistent with self-congruity theory in consumer 

research. A discussion of self-congruity in consumer research is provided in Chapter 

2, section 2.3.1. Therefore, the consumer can create brand meaning in reference to 

their self through the meaning created in the cathartic experience following the 

enjoyment of a well-constructed story. 

The second contribution made by this study is practical avenues that brand storytellers 

can use to achieve catharsis and therefore the combination of an emotional release 

and the creation of brand meaning. Through the consideration of the storytelling 

aesthetic elements present in the vast literary theory discourse, the brand storyteller 

can craft a plot that can ultimately lead to catharsis. Additionally, through the careful 

The purpose of 
storytelling: 

Catharsis 
Good storytelling 

from a literary 
perspective 

Good storytelling 
from a brand 
perspective 

Storytelling from a 
psychological 
perspective 

To create meaning for the self and to 
understand the emotion attached to 

autobiographical memories. 

To elicit emotional 
reactions and favourable 
brand meaning creation 

from the audience 

To achieve both a pleasurable 
technical and a pleasurable 

emotional catharsis 
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consideration of culture, language and universal themes, the brand story can present 

a deeply human truth that the consumer can recognise and engage with in their 

cathartic experience. 

The contributions made in this thesis are of crucial value to both brand storytellers and 

brand storytelling academics. These contributions offer a manner to which brand 

storytelling can be objectively evaluated and manipulated strategically to achieve 

measurable marketing goals. Along with the two major contributions made in this 

study, a number of smaller but significant contributions were made. 

Firstly, this study offers insights into why individuals tell stories. Psychologists 

interviewed suggested that storytelling is an important and healthy exercise that 

individuals engage in to keep an intact psyche. Additionally, the narrative sense-

making process allows the individual to make sense of a complex reality with far too 

many variables to reasonably consider.  

Secondly, this thesis provides insights into the subtle nuances of good storytelling. 

Expert storytellers have provided invaluable guidance in terms of how to manage 

conflict and how to progress the plot in a manner that builds tension, is sufficiently 

nuanced, and engages the audience. Additionally, expert storytellers have shown the 

value of proper character development.  

Thirdly, brand storytellers have suggested when brand storytelling would be 

appropriate. Additionally, brand storytellers have alluded to both the purpose of brand 

storytelling as well as how to engineer brand storytelling to resonate with the target 

consumer.  

Lastly, this study has offered an example of method to which creative brand stories 

can be critically evaluated, through an exemplar case study analysis. This example 

offers academia an avenue to consider storytelling cases in a more objective and 

comparable way. 
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8.14. CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relevance of traditional literary theory 

for brand storytelling in the South African context. To achieve this purpose, a triadic 

perspective was adopted which considered the use of brand storytelling by brand 

storytellers, the relationship between the consumer and the story, and good 

storytelling from the literary world. To begin, Chapter 2 discussed the use of brand 

storytelling by brand storytellers to develop brand meaning and to achieve emotional 

responses from consumers in the effort to develop brand resonance. Chapter 3 

considered the relationship between the story and the consumer from the perspective 

of the theory of the self.  

This way, the consumer as a story observer can be conceptualised as an individual 

that makes sense of the world in reference to their self. Chapter 4 explored both 

aesthetics as well as dramatic theory, literary theory, and poetics within literary theory 

to uncover what makes some stories better, or more aesthetically pleasing, than 

others.  

Following a literature review, a qualitative research methodology was adopted, 

detailed in Chapter 5. This qualitative research methodology rested on a social 

constructivist epistemology and involved both interviews with experts as well as 

exemplar case study analyses. From interviews with experts, a number of thematic 

categories emerged and were abstracted into broader themes. These findings were 

presented in Chapter 6 and 7. Also included in Chapter 7 was an exemplar within-case 

content analysis that considered three exemplar brand storytelling cases.  

Themes abstracted from interview data were presented in Chapter 8 alongside a 

comparison of the exemplar brand storytelling case studies. Through the interpretation 

of the results, this study has made two major contributions to the theory of brand 

storytelling.  

Firstly, this thesis elucidates the purpose of brand storytelling which is vital in the effort 

to objectively evaluate the effectiveness of brand storytelling. The purpose of brand 

storytelling is to elicit cathartic experiences. Using this purpose, the effectiveness of 
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brand storytelling can be properly evaluated. Because brand storytelling can be 

properly evaluated, brand storytellers can have the means to manipulate the brand 

story in clear and deliberate ways to improve the effectiveness of the brand story. 

Therefore, brand storytellers can consciously and deliberately engineer brand stories 

to be more effective, ultimately improving the resultant return on investment.   

Secondly, this thesis provides the manner to which brand storytellers can achieve 

catharsis. Through the strategic manipulation of the storytelling aesthetic elements 

present in the literary theory literature, brand storytellers can create cathartic 

experiences. Utilising the storytelling aesthetic elements, as well as advice from 

experts, brand storytellers can engineer stories to elicit cathartic experiences. Using 

this pragmatic approach, brand storytellers can present story elements as strategic 

tools, rather than simply creative output. 

In conclusion, this study offers brand storytellers the means to engage in storytelling 

that is better, more effective, and easier to evaluate. This study offers these solutions 

through the discovery of the purpose of brand storytelling and the means to achieve 

it. For the brand storyteller, therefore, the consideration of the purpose of brand 

storytelling and the tools to achieve it, presented in this study, can transform a difficult 

to measure craft into an effective, and measurable brand building tool.  

There is something beautiful about Charles Bukowski’s Bluebird poem. The beauty 

does not simply lie in the rhythm of the words, or the eloquent language. There is 

something deeper that makes the poem beautiful. Perhaps it is the empathy one can 

feel with the poet, or perhaps it is the recognition of the Bluebird inside one’s own 

heart. There is more to storytelling than simply the experience of the senses. 

Unlocking the inner beauty and depth in storytelling may allow brands to reach out and 

capture the hearts and imagination of their audience. 
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APPENDIX A: INVITATIONS TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 

Three invitation templates were set up for the three groups of potential interview 

participants that were contacted,  
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Invitation for psychologists 

Dear [psychologist]  

I am conducting interviews as part of a Master’s in Business Management thesis study 

that seeks to explore the aesthetics of South African storytelling. A significant interest 

of my study includes the impact that society and history have in South African 

individuals’ appreciation of stories.  

 

Your position as a renowned academic in the field of [psychoanalysis, sociology, 

anthropology] makes you a perfect candidate to provide the expert knowledge needed 

to guide the discovery of this study. The interview will take no longer than 60 minutes 

in total. The purpose of this interview is to gather your perspective on the topic 

provided at the end of this letter. Your responses will be used as the guidance for the 

lens used in the rest of the explorative study. There is no compensation for 

participating in this study, however, your participation will be a crucial and invaluable 

contribution. If you are willing to participate please suggest a day and time that suits 

you and I will make certain that I will be available. If you have any questions, please 

do not hesitate to ask.  

 

Topic of discussion 

[Single statement describing the general topic of discussion] 

 

Kind regards, 

Talbot Turner 
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Invitation for South African storytelling experts 

Dear [Storytelling expert]  

I am conducting interviews as part of a Master’s in Business Management thesis study 

that seeks to explore the aesthetics of South African storytelling. A significant interest 

of my study includes the techniques and methods used by South African storytellers 

in creating aesthetically pleasing stories. 

 

As a successful storyteller you have released highly acclaimed stories [List of 

successful stories published with accolade and popularity] makes you a perfect 

candidate to provide the expert knowledge needed to guide the discovery of this study. 

The interview will take no longer than 60 minutes in total. The purpose of this interview 

is to gather your perspective on the topic provided at the end of this letter. Your 

responses will be used as itself valuable knowledge, as well as guidance for the lens 

used in the rest of the explorative study. There is no compensation for participating in 

this study, however, your participation will be a crucial and invaluable contribution for 

my research. If you are willing to participate please suggest a day and time that suits 

you and I will make certain that I will be available. If you have any questions, please 

do not hesitate to ask.  

 

Topic of discussion 

[Single statement describing the general topic of discussion] 

 

Kind regards, 

Talbot Turner 
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Invitation for South African brand storytellers 

Dear [Brand Storyteller]  

I am conducting interviews as part of a Master’s in Business Management thesis study 

that seeks to explore the aesthetics of South African brand storytelling. A significant 

interest of my study includes the techniques and methods used by brand storytellers 

and advertisers in creating aesthetically pleasing brand stories. 

 

As a [provide title of participant] you have worked on successful campaigns known for 

their beautiful stories [give a few examples of stories and campaigns that the 

participant has worked on directly] making you a perfect candidate to provide the 

expert knowledge needed to guide the discovery of this study. The interview will take 

no longer than 60 minutes in total. The purpose of this interview is to gather your 

perspective on the topic provided at the end of this letter. Your responses will be used 

as itself valuable knowledge, as well as guidance for the lens used in the rest of the 

explorative study. There is no compensation for participating in this study, however, 

your participation will be a crucial and invaluable contribution for my research. If you 

are willing to participate please suggest a day and time that suits you and I will make 

certain that I will be available. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask.  

 

Topic of discussion 

[Single statement describing the general topic of discussion] 

 

Kind regards, 

Talbot Turner 
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Dear [name of participant] 

 

I am a Master’s in Commerce student at Stellenbosch University. Thank you for your 

acceptance to participate in this interview for my Master’s thesis. My study seeks to 

explore the aesthetics of brand storytelling within the South African context. 

 

Your participation is greatly appreciated. However, if you feel that you do not wish to 

continue at any stage of the interview, you may stop the interview. Additionally, if you 

do not wish to answer a particular question you are free to do so. Please note that this 

interview will be recorded and transcribed by the researcher as part of the data 

collection process. Every effort will be taken to ensure your identity and contributions 

do not leave the researcher’s domain. The data collected (voice recordings and 

transcribed files) will only exist on a password protected external drive and backed up 

on an additional password protected external drive. Interviewer notes will remain in a 

locked cabinet. Be assured that your personal details will not be communicated with 

anyone outside of this venue.  

 

 

For any concerns or questions, you may contact the researcher directly: 

Talbot Turner: 17793351@sun.ac.za 

    079 128 1201 

Stellenbosch University  https://scholar.sun.ac.za



xxxvii 

 

DECLARATION BY PARTICIPANT 

 

By signing below, I ______________________________ (name of participant) agree 

to take part in this research study, as conducted by Talbot Turner (stb no. 17793351). 

 

I declare that: 

 I have read the attached information and it is written in a language with which I 

am fluent and comfortable. 

 I have had a chance to ask questions and all my questions have been 

adequately answered. 

 I understand that taking part in this study is voluntary and I have not been 

pressurized to take part. 

 I may choose to leave the study at any time and will not be penalized or 

prejudiced in any way. 

 I may be asked to leave the study before it has finished, if the researcher feels 

it is in my best interests, or if I do not follow the study plan, as agreed to. 

 All issues related to privacy and the confidentiality and use of the information I 

provide have been explained to my satisfaction. 

 

 

_______________________________________ _____________________ 

Signature of Participant     Date 
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DECLARATION BY INTERVIEWER 

 

I declare that I explained the information given in this document to 

__________________ [name of the participant]. [He/she] was encouraged and given 

ample time to ask me any questions. This conversation was conducted in [English] 

and no translator was used. 

 

 

________________________________________  ______________ 

Signature of Investigator     

 Date 
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APPENDIX C: DISCUSSION GUIDES 

 

Three discussion guides acted as guidance for the three groups of interviews that were 

conducted. 
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Discussion guide for psychologists’ interviews 

Topic of discussion: 
How do individuals absorb characters within stories into their own self narrative (transportation 
effect)? 
Objectives 
of interview 

 To gather insights to the importance of a healthy sense of self for the 
individual’s well being 

 To gather insights into the role that society, the community, and the media 
plays in their sense of self construction. 

 To explore the idea of the effect that fictional characters have on the 
transportation effect of the individual.  

Prepared 
material 

 Have an overview prepared with all the participant’s research interests as 
well as their teaching fields.  

 Prepare a list of publications (chapters in books/articles) that will act as a 
point of departure. 

Specific 
instructions 
for 
interviewer 

 Encourage and take note of specific examples that have come up during 
the interview. 

 Encourage and engage in the use of metaphors to explain the more 
abstract concepts. 

Interview 
questions 

1. Begin by discussing the 
participant’s field. Refer to 
the additional material 
prepared beforehand 

a. Discuss the participant’s research 
interests with the idea of linking it to the 
self and to storytelling specifically. 

b. Discuss the prepared publications and 
discuss the possible relevance they have 
to the self and storytelling. 

2. What is the importance of 
constructing a coherent 
self for an individual’s well-
being? 

 

a. What is the process that the individual 
undergoes to develop a coherent self? 

b. How is this process different for 
adolescents and adults? 

 
3. What role does society 

play in individual’s sense of 
self construction? 

 

a. Society at large? 
b. Immediate community? Family? Friends? 

Probe for the importance of these levels 
of community? 

c. What about culture? 
 

4. If individuals absorb media 
(movies, series, novels, 
news, advertisements), do 
they also have an influence 

a. What kind of impact do these media 
channels have on the individual? 

b. Is there a difference in effect of the 
individual for each media channel? For 
example: does a fictional story have a 
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on individual’s self 
construction?  

 

different impact than a non-fictional news 
story? 

c. Is there a long-term exposure effect with 
stories that are longer than others, for 
example series versus movies? 

 
5. Do you think individuals 

are capable of relating to 
fictional characters and 
absorbing that into their 
own narrative? 

 

a. Do you think individuals adopt the 
personality of the characters or place 
themselves in the shoes of the character 
in the fictional story? 

b. Do you think it is a healthy exercise to 
incorporate the fictional character’s 
personality characteristics into their own 
self-narrative? 
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Discussion guide for South African storytellers’ interviews 

Topic of discussion: 
What is a good South African Story? 
Objectives 
of interview 

 To gain insight into the unique nature of South African storytelling. 
 To gather insights into the practical techniques used by South African 

storytellers. 

 To gain an understanding to what expert storytellers consider as good 
storytelling. 

 To gather case study examples of good stories in multiple formats. 
Prepared 
material 

 Prepare an overview of the different mediums the storyteller uses. Have 
notes prepared on how the storyteller uses these mediums. 

 Prepare an overview of the genre the storyteller focuses on, how does 
he/she’s work fit together. 

 Prepare a list of publications (stories)  
Specific 
instructions 
for 
interviewer 
 

 Encourage and take note of specific examples that have come up during 
the interview. 

 Encourage and engage in the use of metaphors to explain the more 
abstract concepts. 

 This is not an academic discussion. Literature and drama studies 
academics have themselves stories that they have published. Try to 
discuss their approach rather than the academic discourse itself. 

Interview 
questions 

1. Begin by discussing the 
participant’s work. Refer 
to additional material 
prepared beforehand 

c. Discuss the participant’s genre and medium. 
Why have they chosen the direction they are 
going?  

a. Discuss the prepared publications. What 
stands out to them? 

2. Do you have a piece 
that you consider as 
your best? What piece 
do you consider as your 
best piece [film, play, or 
novel]? 

a. If the participant indicates more than one, 
encourage that and ask about each piece 
mentioned. 

b. Based on the answer probe specific reasons 
why this piece this their best. 

c. Ask for the specific techniques used. Ask 
specifically based on the specific reasons 
why that piece is considered by him/her as 
the best. 

3. Do you have a favourite 
South African author 
/playwright 
/screenwriter? 

a. Ask to elaborate why they are their 
favourite. 

b. If the participant gives several, ask about 
each. 
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c. Inquire about the techniques that were 
admired. 

d. Specifically ask if the conflict moved them in 
any way. 

4. When creating a story 
do you begin with the 
characters or the plot? 

a. Probe for the reasons why they chose plot 
or character. 

b. In your experience is that the approach of 
most South African authors? 

5. How do you construct a 
plot? Do you follow a 
basic plot structure? 

a. Ask to elaborate on their process? Are there 
consistencies with the aesthetic standards 
from the literature? 

b. Evaluate the complexity of their technique 
and ask for specifics pertaining to why they 
use these techniques. 

6. What is the value of 
conflict in a good story? 

a. Ask for examples of occasions of conflict 
with their own stories. 

b. Would you say that conflict in South African 
stories is important or used frequently? 

7. What makes South 
African stories unique, 
compared to Western 
stories? 

a. Probe for specifics on the techniques used. 
b. Identify and ask about the unique situations 

South Africans find themselves in. 
c. What are the specific struggles of South 

Africans? 
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Discussion guide for South African brand storytellers’ interviews 

Topic of discussion: 
What is the relevance of Dramatic Theory and aesthetics on formulating brand stories? 
Objectives 
of interview 

 To determine the relevance of dramatic theories and aesthetics in brand 
storytelling. 

 To gain insights into the practice of brand storytelling as it is. 
 To gather insights to the understanding of brand storytelling aesthetics. 

Prepared 
material 

 Have a profile prepared with previous employment, education, and 
projects. 

 Prepare a portfolio of brand case studies that the participant’s company 
was involved in. 

Specific 
instructions 
for 
interviewer 

 Encourage and take note of specific examples that have come up during 
the interview. 

 Encourage and engage in the use of metaphors to explain the more 
abstract concepts. 

Interview 
questions 

1. First have a discussion of 
the participant’s 
experience with brand 
storytelling. 

a. Discuss the participants part experience 
working with brand storytelling. 

b. Discuss the brand stories for brand within the 
agency’s portfolio. 

2. Do you have a favourite 
brand story?  

 

a. Why would you say that it is your favourite? 
I. Probe the techniques used in this story. 

II. Probe key features that can be singled out. 
III. Does he/she like the story because it is well 

created or aesthetically pleasing? 
3. What is your favourite 

film? 
a. Why have you chosen that film? 

I. Opportunity to probe for techniques used in 
the film. 

4. In your experience, what 
are the techniques most 
commonly used in 
making a brand story 
more aesthetically 
pleasing? 

a. How do these techniques compare to 
techniques used in film? 

5. Do you consider the plot 
structure of the story? 

a. If story boards are not mentioned, ask about 
storyboards. 

6. What are the different 
acts of a brand story? 

a. Do you feel that these parts correspond to the 
acts in film and novels? 

I. If specific acts match those found in Freytag’s 
pyramid, inquire to those parts directly. i.e. 
The Exciting Force, The Upward Movement, 
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The Climax, The Downward Force, The 
Catastrophe or Act of Final Suspense. 

7. Is “conflict” important in a 
brand story? 

a. If yes 
I. How do you develop specific situations that 

can facilitate conflict in a brand story? 
II. Are there specific themes that are used? 

b. If no 
I. Why is conflict not important? 

 8. Can brand stories offer 
deeper meaning to life? 

a. Are cathartic experiences possible in brand 
stories? 

I. Probe deeper into the meaning of brands and 
life in consumers’ struggles. 

 9. What do you consider as 
the aesthetics of brand 
storytelling? 

a. Make judgement to whether the participant is 
referring to aesthetics consistent to the 
philosophical understanding or if they are 
referring to sensory aesthetics 

b. What is the difference between emotive 
storytelling and aesthetics? 

c. Can emotive storytelling be considered as 
aesthetic itself? 
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