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Abstract

Our Earth has been entangled in different adverse effects resulting from the excessive human interference into the
territory of nature. The habit of extracting and consuming indiscriminately is moving them to a situation, where
their own future generation would not be able receive benefits of the natural resources. It has also been recognized
that human action is perhaps the most significant contributor to this. And therefore, a proper equilibrium, i.e.,
sustainable development, could only be achieved by bringing about a change in human behavior in general. We
explore the possibility of using indigenous knowledge for encouraging sustainable behaviors. We propose a model
for behavior change through storytelling by using folktales. We argue that folktales serve three functions — epis-
temic, motivational, and ethical — which make them potent tools for promoting sustainable behavior. We conclude
by pointing out limitations and suggestion for future research.
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Introduction

Humans fulfill their needs through resources found in the environment. With advances in technology, they devel-
oped tools that could harness the environment for large scale utilization of resources. This led to widespread ma-
terial progress and development but it also brought about an imbalance — humans used up more resources than
what could be replenished naturally. This pursuit for development became unsustainable as it led to harmful
changes in the nature. Perhaps the most striking part of these changes is climate change. Seriousness of the situation
can be gauged from the fact that by the end of the 19™ century, the air temperature on Earth has risen by 0.8 °C,
and in the past twenty-five years the rise was by 0.2 °C per decade (Kristl et al., 2020). This global warming has
led to climatic variations which brought droughts, floods, cyclones, heat-waves, crop-failures etc. in many areas
that were largely dependent on their natural environment for economic activities. Even the controlled environments
like the metropolitan areas have been severely affected by these climatic variations (Bloomberg Green, 2021).
These devastating impacts do not just lead to the above-mentioned undesirable phenomenon but may extend to
corporal damages or may even lead to socio-economic deprivation (Kristl et al.,2020). Thus, our path to develop-
ment seems to be unsustainable in the long-term.

To address this issue of unsustainable development, two points must be recognized. First, the consequences are
not restricted to the place where environment is being harmed. It can have far reaching changes extending, both in
space, and in time. Second and perhaps more critically, the main hindrance to pursuing a sustainable development
path are the humans themselves. The Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) recent report (Masson-
Delmotte et al., in press) concludes that there is no doubt that human action has to take the blame for global
warming. Rapid and far-reaching changes have occurred in the atmosphere, ocean, cryosphere and biosphere
largely in pursuit of material progress by humans. Therefore, any serious solution to counter this anthropogenic
problem must focus on understanding unsustainable behaviors.
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Recent studies have found that a person’s attitudes to the environment is determined by variables such as values,
political ideology, world-view rather than education, knowledge of climate change, experience of extreme weather
events or even sex (Hornsy et al., 2016). Furthermore, in today’s world we have the development focused ideology
which has made humans knowledgeable and skilled in the use of technical equipment for utilizing the natural
resources, at the same time, it has dragged people to be lost in only looking after one’s own material and tangible
contentment. This has resulted in developing an attitude in a significant number of humans who do not bother
about sustaining the environment at least when it is in conflict with material progress. In terms of values or world-
views, aspiration for material progress takes center-stage even at the cost of the natural heritage or sustainability.
The stiff resistance by developing countries such as China and India to adhere to Kyoto protocols is a case in point.
These developmental aspirations coupled with shallow understanding of religious instruction have made case for
sustainable behaviors more complex. Many of those who oppose affirmative action for climate change interpret
their religion to conclude these phenomena as a consequence of the divine will and therefore no action on part of
human is required. Thus, the psychological resistance to encouraging climate change behaviors is high because, it
requires to change behavior (therefore effortful) and is in conflict with materialistic aspirations (values).

Past few decades have seen a growing literature reporting effectiveness of behavior change on a range of human
problems like health, education etc. (Hagger et al., 2020). Behavior change involves either replacement of unde-
sirable behaviors (such as smoking) with desirable behaviors (such as physical exercise) or engaging in a desirable
behavior (such as compliance in medicine). Several theories and techniques have been proposed and tested for
behavior change (Mitchie et al., 2013). One such technique for behavior change is storytelling (Passon, 2019).
Storytelling is emerging as a powerful technique to encourage those behaviors that are generally resistant to per-
suasion. For example, Niederdeppe and colleagues (2015) conducted a study that had asked people to read a story
about Cynthia and her daughter — who tries her hand at smoking in one of the scenarios and struggles with weight
loss due to consuming soda in another. Just reading these stories increased the participants’ resistance to the various
kinds of messages industries use to oppose healthy policies. Another example (bbcmediaaction, 2014) was a media
campaign used to deal with tuberculosis in India. This utilized humor and was found to be more effective than
traditional information providing campaigns. Storytelling seems to work for persuasion as it by-passes the psy-
chological resistance during persuasion (De Wit et al., 2008). Stories are also easier to retain and therefore work
better than facts in the long term. Therefore, storytelling seems to be a promising tool for encouraging behaviors
compatible with sustainable development and is worth the exploration. This paper looks at the mechanisms through
which folktales, a common type of storytelling, may lead to behavior change in general.

Folktales as Tools of Behavior Change

Storytelling has many different forms and types. We will not attempt to define and categorize types of storytelling
here. We will focus on one form of oral storytelling that has survived throughout human history — folktales. A
folktale, is a type of folklore, that is passed from one generation to another usually in the form of an oral story.
This oral form of sharing and preserving information predates writing. Several scholars have documented the
varied dimensions of life that are influenced by folktales. The folklores were not only a part of oral tradition but
they were also a part of special performances, a form of visual art, where people gathered to watch them could
understand the stories in a much better way (for examples see Ghosh, 2003). Folktales are remembered over life
time and are characterized by motifs and themes that aim to transmit a positive message to its audience. These
messages often serve as guide to individual and collective behavior. An individual ponders over these messages
to derive underlying lessons or moral at various points. The ease with which they can be communicated and com-
prehended make them an extremely powerful medium for transmitting ethics and values.

Why folktales work?

In our understanding, from the findings in development psychology, social psychology and behavioral economics
folktales should work for persuasion because they serve three functions (see figure 1). First function may be called
the epistemic function. Epistemic function helps to provide information about the environment/surrounding in the
absence of objective measures. This function is very effectively captured in what has been called Traditional Eco-
logical Knowledge or TEK. Samuel Phillips Huntington, an American political scientist, mentioned that TEK to
be the knowledge and insights acquired through extensive observation of an area or species. This part of knowledge
is generally passed on from one person to another in the form of oral communication. It has been ages since the
natives from a particular region has applied this TEK to not only put it in the form of a life force but also to
construct and give a permanent seat to it for becoming a part of their unique cultures. In Melanesia, which is a sub-
region of Oceania in the southeastern Pacific Ocean, the TEK and customs related to their cultural background is
the result of their long preserved unique mastery that they have acquired about their environment. The wisdom
gained have helped them in having an optimistic interaction and relationship with the ecosystem that are based on
time-depth, qualitative, holistic and oral approaches (Pollard et al., 2015). Similarly, they can be used to obtain a
rough estimate of how things should be in the absence of objective measures. For example, many Indian folktales
feature the sparrow (for example, Chibi from Punjab). However, the population of sparrows has declined rapidly
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over the past few decades or so (Vijayan, 2003). A curious mind is bound to ask, why we do not see sparrows
anymore. This would also motivate them to do something for preservation of sparrows.
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Figure 1. Summarized Diagram of Three Functions/Features of Folktales Related to Behavior Change

Second function is the power of folktales to motivate by lowering the psychological resistance and thus we call it
motivating function. This idea about folktales is very well articulated in one of the native American proverbs which
states, tell me the facts and I’ll learn. Tell me the truth and I’ll believe. But tell me a story and it will live in my
heart forever. Social psychologist Melaine Green (Green & Sestir, 2017), explained the function and effectiveness
of storytelling in convincing individuals for any particular thing or action, through the theory of narrative trans-
portation. She explains how a person engrossed in listening to any story, gradually starts dissolving in it, in order
to create a link with the story and understand it better. The listener remains unaware that how the worldly realities
keep fading as they sink deeper into the narrative of the story. As a consequence of this, the mind expands its realm
to absorb in more new belief systems and behavior changes, that the story propagates. Thus, at this juncture, the
resistance of that person gets diminished. A person may also be prepared with counter-arguments when the held
beliefs are threatened. The art of story-telling evades this defensive behavior and subsides pre-established opinions
thus making room for the newer thoughts. Because of the deep immersion in the narrative of the story, the whole
procedure takes place without allowing the listener to having a hint about how the story is engaging with the mind
and thereby transmitting the message (Mitra, 2017). Although, narrative transportation can work for any story, we
believe, that most probably it is the case with folktales because they are able to engage the listener emotionally.
Another important aspect of folktales is that they are born out of the cultural background and intrinsic knowledge
of the indigenous people. And therefore, contain the motivating and guiding principles for the people since ages
about the ways through which nature and its natural inhabitants could be preserved and protected. A similar
argument can be made based on findings in moral psychology. Johnathan Haidt (2012) in his Moral Foundations
Theory proposes two modes of moral cognition — an effortful one and another automatic. He uses the metaphors
of rider and elephant for the effortful and the automatic processes respectively. Several studies have shown that
chances of persuasion are increased significantly if the appeal is made to the elephant i.e., automatic processes.
These processes are those that appeal to emotions, imagery, habit, values etc. Itis by engaging that these automatic
routes that the folktales advocates, through their storylines, persuade any individual respond to ordinary rhetorical
persuasion. But persuasive appeal based on facts and arguments without a narrative structure appeal to the effortful
processes which require a lot of effort to change. One excellent metaphor demonstrating this was proposed by
Jonah Berger (Nusshaum, 2015). He equates effectiveness of stories in motivating individuals through the tale of
Trojan Horse. Here the symbolism of the wooden horse has been used to explain the psychology that how individ-
uals seem to let their guard down, when they are enough satisfied with the arguments presented in the storyline
(Nussbaum, 2015). Facilitating natural learning, narrative transportation and appeal to automatic processes are
the properties of a folktale that, in our opinion, can be used to encourage people to behave in sustainable ways. It
may even inculcate in them aspirations that prioritize nature and environment over material luxury.

We call the third function — the ethicizing function because the story and message within a folktale provide con-
crete ethics for ideal behavior. This function is very similar to what is similar to teachings in religious literature
(for example see Okyere, 2011; Prakash, 2021). The folktales have a story which is a concrete example of how to
behave in a particular situation. Additionally, they have the underlying message that is meant to be absorbed. Even
if one argues that level of comprehension of the message in a folktale may be not be adequately understood by
each individual. This objection misses the logic of why folktales have survived for generations. The concrete
example in the story can be understood and emulated even by children. This is in accordance with the theory of
Jean Piaget, the well-known developmental psychologist, that, children are able to work with concrete objects
before going on to form mental formulations and abstractions. Similarly, Lawrence Kohlberg, an American psy-
chologist, proposed stages of moral development explaining how the experiences in the form of teaching, which
the child learns at their early age, goes on to form a permanent part of their character (Levine at al., 1985). The
steps which are included in the theory proceeds to describe how gradually the moral instincts are adapted in the
life of an individual. This can be easily facilitated using folktales.
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Function Components Process
Traditional Ecological Knowledge | Provide knowledge about environment in
absence of objective measures
Epistemic
Natural way of learning Enabling learning at various ages and
levels of comprehension
Engagement through transportation | Narrative transportation disarms counter
arguments
Motivational
Appeal to automatic processes Emotional contents by-pass rational route
Behavioural examples Exemplify desired behaviour that can be
imitated
Ethical
Underlying themes Provide moral codes to govern behaviour

Table 2. Table summarizing the mechanisms of behavior change related to functions of folktales

Conclusion

Folktales have been used since ancient times to transmit messages from one generation to the next. They have
been successful in this regardless of age. In this paper we have attempted to present folktales as possible tools for
persuading to opt for sustainable behaviors. Storytelling is already established as an effective tool for behavior
change (Passon, 2019) and has been successfully applied in various settings such as health, management and
education. Folktales, being a type of storytelling, thus holds immense potential. There are additional features in
folktales that amplify the engaging power of storytelling. We presented three of such features — epistemic, moti-
vational and ethicizing (see table 2).

Folktales have been customized and used for achieving desirable behavior for example by being easily imple-
mented in curriculum. Stories can be included in literature class or almost anywhere. For example, in Indonesia,
comics were developed from local folktales to teach concept of physics (Pathoni et al.,2020). There is also a case
of preservation of a Costa Rican staple dish called Gallo pinto. The origin of the dish is based on a legend which
has continued and the dish itself took a national character (Jiménez, 2012) such that today there is an active effort
to promote behaviors to reduce the impact of climate change. Because climate change disturbed the rainfall pat-
terns and production of rice, the Gallo Pinto was being harmed and motivated people to take action. This last point
on Gallo Pinto points to the most of the mechanisms of changing behavior for sustainability that we have argued
for in this paper.

A good example of an approach which is similar to our model comes from the work of 19" century Indian educa-
tionist Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar who designed the Bangla premier - Barnoporichay. The mastery of this book
lies with its integration of Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development. The first part introduces the children to the
alphabets, letters, metrical works, and rudimentary sentences, on the other hand the Second part contains moral
embedded within the text. The portrayal of good being helped in framing a paradigm, based on which a child
would decide as to what actions should be performed and what should be forbidden. Thus, it helps them in resolv-
ing their first confrontation with Ethical Dilemmas at the stage of their early childhood. We see a similar function
in folktales as well with other oral literature, including religious motivational stories, fables etc. We believe that
these traditional tools can and should be customized to sensitize children to issues about sustainability. Under-
standing of the old is vital if one is planning to ring in the new. In the educational era there are constant changes
taking place, therefore, there is ardent requirement to review, analyze and make amendments in the older educa-
tional policies. In respect to this, there is a requirement to redirect the lost adroitness in an embedded form with
all dimensions of educational engineering. This would help in developing of expertise amongst individuals which
would in turn, lead to awakening of their feeling of responsibility, become farsighted, flexible and also obedient.
With all these capabilities they will be proficient enough to accept and handle any task that they might be given.
The paper does suffer from some limitations. First of all, the model presented here has not been tested empirically
nor have we outlined any ideas for testing them. Our objective was to bring out the potentialities of this tool for
promotion of behavior in-line with sustainable development. Future research must test these ideas empirically.
Secondly, we suggest future research should do a thematic analysis and explore the possibility of using themes
in a different form of narration, for instance comics or mobile app. Also given the alarming situation of
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development and issues of sustainability, every effort must be made to find solution at all levels. Most importantly
we need to find ways to address issues of human behavior for sustainability just as it is being done for health. We
believe that the wisdom that the natives have regarding environment could be a help in protecting the ecosystem
from facing complete destruction and also renewing the lost resources. Thus, this work would be an exploration
of indigenous knowledge which had been part of the folklores and serving mankind since a long time. But it is
we who had failed to identify their emphasis in safeguarding the environment. Therefore, going back to these
treasures which are lying deep inside the folktales related to a particular region can be of great help in not only
enabling the protection of the ecosystem but also paving path for sustainable development.

References

1. BBCmediaction (Youtube Channel), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GU-wh8UQxg4 (23.12.2021).

2. Bloomberg Green, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-02-03/how-a-water-crisis-hit-india-s-chennai-one-
of-the-world-s-wettest-cities (21.12.2021).

3. DELMOTTE V.M., ZHAI P., PIRANI A., CONNORS S.L., PEAN C., BERGER S., CAUD N., CHEN Y., GOLDFARB
L., GOMIS M.l.,, HUANG M., LEITZELL K., LONNOQY E., MATTHEWS J.B.R., MAYCOCK T.K., WATERFIELD
T., YELEKCI O., YUR., ZHOU B., in press, Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis, Contribution of Working
Group | to the Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, IPCC.

4. DEWITJ.B.F.,, DASE., VET R., 2008, What works best: Objective statistics or a personal testimonial? An assessment
of the persuasive effects of different types of message evidence on risk perception, Health Psychology, 27(1): 110-115,
DOI: 10.1037/0278-6133.27.1.110.

5. GHOSH A., 2003, An Uncertain ‘Coming of the Book’: Early Print Cultures in Colonial India, Book History, 6: 23-55.

6. GREEN M.C., SESTIR M., 2017, Transportation Theory, The International Encyclopedia of Media Effect, eds. Rossler
P., Hoffner C.A., Zoonen L., Wiley-Blackwell. DOI: 10.1002/9781118783764.whieme0083.

7. HAGGER M., CAMERON L., HAMILITON K., HANKONEN N., LINTUNEN T., 2020, The Handbook of Behavior
Change, Cambridge Handbooks in Psychology, Cambridge University Press, Cabridge.

8. HAIDT J., 2012, The Righteous Mind, Penguin, UK.

9. HORNSY M. J,, HARRIS E. A, BAIN P., FIELDING K. S., 2016, Meta-analyses of the determinants and outcomes of
belief in climate change, Nature Climate Change, 6: 622-626, DOI: 10.1038/nclimate2943.

10. JIMENEZ P.V., 2012, El Gallo Pinto, Food, Culture & Society, 15(2): 223-240, DOI: 10.2752/
175174412X13233545145228.

11. KRISTL Z., SENIOR C., SALAJ A.T., 2020, Key Challenges of Climate Change Adaptation in the Building Sector,
Urbani lzziv, 31(1): 101-111.

12. LEVINE C., KOHLBERG L., HEWER A., 1985, The Current Formulation of Kohlberg's Theory and a Response to
Critics, Human Development, 28 (2): 94-100, DOI: 10.1159/000272945.

13. MICHIE S., RICHARSON M., JOHNSTON M., ABRAHAM C., FRANCIS J., HARDEMAN W., ECCLES M. P,
CANE J., WOOD C. E., 2013, The behavior change technique taxonomy (v1) of 93 hierarchically clustered techniques:
building an international consensus for the reporting of behavior change interventions, Annales of behavioral medicine: a
publication of the Society of Behavioral Medicine, 46(1): 81-95. DOI: 10.1007/s12160-013-9486-6.

14. Narrative Transportation, http://davenussbaum.com/blog/narrative-transportation, (10.12.2021).

15. OKYERE K., 2011, Bible, ecology and sustainable development: A reading of Genesis 1:1-2:4a, llorin Journal of African
Studies, 1(2): 81-96.

16. PASSON B., 2019, The power of storytelling for behavior change and business, American Journal of Health Promotion,
33(3): 475-476, DOI: 10.1177/0890117119825525d.

17. PATHONIH., ALRIZAL A., FWBEIYANTI S.,2020, The folklore-based comic to increase Students’ motivation in phys-
ics learning, Journal of Education for the Gifted Young Scientist, 8(4): 1471-1482, DOI: 10.17478/jegys.770665

18. POLLARD E.M., THAMAN R., BRODIE G.D., MORRISON C., 2015, Threatened Biodiversity and Traditional Ecolog-
ical Knowledge: Associated Beliefs, Customs, and Uses of Herpetofauna among the *Are’ Are on Malaita Island, Solomon
Islands, Ethnobiology Letters, 6(1): 99-110, DOI: 10.14237/ebl.6.1.2015.389.

19. PRAKASH G., 2021, An Implication of Buddhist Ethical Teaching on Sustainable Development, Problemy Ekorozwoju/
Problems of Sustainable Development, 16(1): 187-191, DOI: 10.35784/pe.2021.1.2.

20. VIJAYAN V.S., 2003, Where have all the sparrows gone?, New Delhi, Down to Earth.



